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ABSTRACT

This study examined the way in which student teachers characterized the
concept o f reflection. An adapted phenom enological procedure was employed
utilizing Flanagan’s critical incident technique to gather data through interviews o f a
small sample o f student teachers at the conclusion o f their clinical teaching
experience. Critical incidents and reflections on critical incidents were analyzed. The
dilemmas inherent in the critical incidents and the resolutions o f those dilemmas
were explored.
This study drew on the works o f Dewey, Schon, V an M anen, and Valli as
providing the conceptual underpinnings o f reflection-. Because V alli’s conception of
reflection incorporates many aspects o f Schon’s and Van M anen’s frameworks, her
model o f reflection served as the prim ary fram ework for exam ining student teachers’
reflections in this study. Participants’ reflections m anifested a range o f types and
levels o f reflection. Central to those reflections were conceptions o f w hat it means to
be a good teacher based on personal theories derived from the participants’
experiences and belief systems. For m ost o f this study’s participants, the critical
incident brought into focus a gap between their professional identity as revealed in
the incident and their desired identity— the image o f the good teacher im plicit in
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their b elief systems and reinforced by cultural myths. W hether this perceived gap
led to transform ation depended on the level o f reflection in which the participants
engaged.
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PREFACE
Background o f the Study
“Reflection is w hen you examine your own strengths and w eaknesses.” (Matt)
“Reflection is a critical com ponent in gaining the m ost out o f your experience.”
(Clare)
“Reflection is looking at a lesson taught, problem in the class w ith a student or an
issue o f concern.” (Kim)

This study is about different ways o f reflecting and thinking about teaching.
Matt, Clare, and Kim, in a preliminary study, each defined reflection from their
personal experiences and beliefs. Ultimately, their beliefs about reflection will guide
them in m aking m eaning o f their teaching practice. M att and Clare describe personal
growth as a basic construct. The students in M att’s and C lare’s classroom s appear to
be marginal. Kim, on the other hand, sees a link between herself and her students.
These different perspectives prom pt Matt, Clare, and Kim to approach their practice
differently. M y interpretation o f their stories and those o f their peers has resulted in a
better understanding o f the nature o f reflection for preservice teachers.
As an educator o f teachers, as well as university supervisor o f elementary and
early childhood teacher candidates, I have provided guidance to hundreds o f teacher
candidates during their field experiences and final student teaching experience.
Throughout m y career, I have had unique opportunities to observe diverse
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xiii
approaches to teaching and learning used by veteran teachers. I have observed
teaching strategies that successfully m otivated students to be actively engaged in
learning. I also have observed teaching where learning appeared to be a hard-won
struggle for teachers and students alike. In discussions w ith my preservice students
about their experiences during their clinical placem ents, I began to recognize a
pattern o f frustration. It was evident these young teacher candidates were eager to
learn how to teach effectively, and they wanted the tools to engage a classroom of
diverse learners. Yet they expressed frustration at trying to apply the theory they
learned in their university courses to the practical aspects o f everyday teaching.
It has been my experience that as teacher candidates prepare for student
teaching, they often express uneasiness about w hat to expect. Typically, their
concerns center on classroom management and discipline. In response to their
concerns, I initially introduced my students to traditional m ethods o f classroom
management. These methods included classic behavior m odification techniques
(token economy), assertive discipline (collaborative developm ent o f classroom rules
and procedures), and humanistic approaches (teacher effectiveness training and
focused listening). I wanted to help my students becom e m ore successful at creating
environm ents that prom oted learning and active engagement. However, I knew that
providing my students with strategies would not necessarily ensure that they would
have a deep understanding o f the concepts o f those strategies, and, more importantly,
they may not think critically about why they would choose one strategy over another.
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xiv
Through m y own experiences and observations o f others, I have noted that
even the m ost conscientiously designed discipline plan did not always promote
learning. In fact, it often seemed to inhibit the learning process, creating instead a
barrier betw een students and teacher. In classrooms where students did not seem
engaged in learning, the focus o f the teacher seem ed to be centered on students as
objects o f control, rather than on students as learners. Teaching and learning seemed
secondary in im portance to discipline.
In conversations with teachers, I observed that teachers who were successful
at engaging groups o f diverse learners seemed to em body a different philosophy
toward their teaching than teachers who were less successful. I wanted to explore
more closely the process o f classroom decision making. I w anted to learn what
triggered effective teacher action and how teachers conceptualized their practice. In
seeking the answers, I w anted to learn more about educational concepts that evoked
the idea o f w hat it means to be a professional. In addition, I also w anted to change
my own teaching style to maximize my students' learning. M y m otivation was
stimulated by a desire to understand the underlying constructs that seemed to
influence decisions in classrooms where students seem ed highly engaged in their
learning. Two questions guided my inquiry: W hat strategies do successful teachers
use to help students becom e engaged learners? H ow can I apply what I learn to
improve the preparation o f teachers?
I began by searching for books and papers published betw een 1985 and 2005
using the following descriptors: teacher effectiveness, teacher learning, preservice
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teacher, student teacher, student teaching, reflection, reflective practice, reflective
thinking, professional thinking, critical reflection, critical incidents, educational
policy, and teacher education. My research confirm ed that teaching and learning how
to teach are com plex processes. I became introduced to the theories that are
embedded in the literature on teacher thinking and teacher learning. I began to see
gaps in my own know ledge and understanding o f teaching and learning. I also began
to recognize that the fields o f teaching and teacher preparation were rapidly changing
in response to national reform initiatives as well as advances in science that shed
new light on cognition and learning. W oven in the research, how ever, was the idea of
reflection in and on practice.
It was evident that research on teaching and learning has grow n trem endously
during the past 20 years. The literature in teacher education, including the literature
on teacher development, professional development, and effective classroom
teaching, is rich with references on the importance o f prom oting quality teaching
through reflective practice (Freppon, 2001; Loughran, 1996; M cIntyre & Byrd, 2000;
Reagan, Case & Brubacher, 2000; Schon, 1983, 1987). The concept o f reflection
was a significant construct in defining professional practice in D onald Schon’s work,
Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987). Schon identifies two types o f
reflection: reflection-in-action (thinking on your feet) and reflection-on-action
(retrospective thinking). Schon will be referenced in greater detail in Chapter 2.
Paralleling the research on teaching and learning, I became m ore aware o f the
increasing dem ands for teacher quality and that teachers need to becom e more
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xvi
reflective on both their practice and what it is that informs their practice. Also,
policy makers at state and national levels highlight the concept o f reflection in every
recom m endation as a tool for the im provement o f teaching and teacher preparation.
I often asked my students to reflect on their field or clinical experience. At
the time, I believed I was presenting acceptable opportunities to reflect by providing
guided questions for journal writing, having students reflect on a videotaped lesson,
and, more recently, by having students write supporting statem ents for artifacts
submitted in their portfolios. Initially, I was content know ing that opportunities for
reflection were built into my syllabus. I assumed the act o f reflection itself was
sufficient to promote understanding. However, when reading their reflections, I
noticed students’ descriptions varied greatly in what was being reflected upon.
While I noticed that some were able to reflect deeply on their practice, I observed
that m ost were not. As a teacher educator, I was conscious o f the value o f reflection
to prom ote understanding, but I was frustrated at not having the tools to help my
students becom e better at reflecting more critically on their practice and experiences.
Reagan, Case and Brubacher (2000) address the issue o f reflection in teacher
education and claim that reflection as a concept is not form ally facilitated in many
teacher education program s and it is taken for granted that all teacher candidates
reflect in a similar manner. I related to their assertion that it is assum ed that
reflection in and o f itself will help teacher candidates im prove their teaching
competence.
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xvii
Pilot Study

To better understand how teacher candidates characterize the concept o f
reflection, I conducted a pilot study with 12 teacher candidates who were more than
halfway through a 16-week clinical teaching experience. The clinical experience
was located in a school district that was composed o f predom inantly white middleclass families, yet there was an increasing population o f low er-incom e families
entering the district, many o f whom were English language learners (ELLs). The
learning needs o f the ELL students in this district created new challenges for teachers
and adm inistrators. My teacher candidates com m ented on the frustrations their
mentor teachers expressed in regard to serving the ELL students. The ELL students
were experiencing an im m ersion program, where they were placed in regular
classrooms with English-speaking students their own age and expected to learn the
language through exposure, yet the teachers did not have the resources or support to
adequately serve these students. This situation caused heated discussions with my
clinical students and engaged them in reflective thinking as they discussed among
themselves the pros and cons o f serving the ELL students w ith an im m ersion model
vs. a bilingual model. A bilingual model suggests that ELL students be educated in
their native language, slowly transitioning to English. A fter several years in a
bilingual classroom, the students would eventually be integrated into a classroom
taught exclusively in English. This model is com monly used w hen a high proportion
of students speak a specific language other than English. This was not the case with
this district. There were several students in each elem entary building who spoke
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xviii
several different languages, not enough to warrant a bilingual program. Through
this debate and the reflective discussions it generated, I wanted to learn how my
students characterized the concept o f reflection.
I decided to conduct a pilot study with my teacher candidates to learn how
they defined the concept o f reflection. They all had been engaged in reflecting on
the needs o f the ELL students during one o f our seminars. Their debates
dem onstrated to me that they were looking beyond them selves and were exhibiting
concern about the unmet needs o f the students in their classrooms. A t the end o f one
o f our seminars, I asked the students to define reflection. There were 12 teacher
candidates in attendance. Three were male and nine were female.

I have chosen to

highlight three responses, one male (Matt) and two fem ale (Clare and Kim). The
responses o f these three candidates to the question, "How do you define reflection?"
represent typical responses offered by the others.
M att, clinical teaching in an eighth-grade m iddle-school science and reading
class, com m ents about evaluating himself. H e states, “Reflection is when you
examine your own strengths and weaknesses.”
Clare, a student teacher in a placement w here she has rem ained with the same
fifth-grade class o f students for two semesters, extends the concept o f self-reflection
to include her actions. She wrote, “Reflection is a critical com ponent in gaining the
most out o f your experience.”
Kim, student teaching in an eighth grade reading and social studies classroom
in the same m iddle school as Matt, was the m ost objective in her definition. She

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

xix
explicitly reflects on action and the self is removed. She com mented, “Reflection is
looking at a lesson taught, problem in the class w ith a student, or an issue of
concern.”
Each day, M att, Clare, and Kim make hundreds o f pedagogical decisions that
are influenced by the way they reflect on their actions in the classroom. The brief
comments above, however, reflect both the student teachers’ attitudes toward
reflection and their diverse perceptions o f the concept. Matt and Clare describe
personal growth as a basic construct. The students in M att and C lare’s classrooms
are more marginalized. Julie, on the other hand, sees a link betw een herself and her
students.
These prelim inary data led me to question how teacher candidates
characterize the concept o f reflection, and I became curious to learn more about
reflection and how reflection influences professional decision making. The study
grew from this curiosity and was designed to provide inform ation on how student
teachers characterize reflection and to help teacher educators identify evidence o f
improved student reflectivity.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“If change is to occur, reflective thinking must becom e a taken-for-granted lens
through w hich preservice teachers conceptualize their practice.”
(Ross & Hannay, 1986)

In classrooms, teachers make hundreds o f decisions daily on instances that
require them to ponder or reflect. These instances require teachers to arrive at
judgm ents about how to respond to a particular problem or dilemm a. Teachers must
consider all the factors, develop possible solutions, weigh the consequences, and
make a determ ination during the course o f teaching that resolves the problem or
dilemma. These instances become critical because they are not easily solved and
invite teachers to pause and consider appropriate action that will have an effect on
their practice.
Reflective thinking and reflective practice have becom e com m on concepts
in the teacher education literature as national and state policy m akers and teacher
education program s have com mitted themselves to preparing teachers who are
reflective practitioners (Cochran-Smith, 2006; Cochran-Sm ith & Fries, 2006;
M artinez & M acK ay 2002; Ostorga, 2002-2003; Yost, Sentner, & Forlenza-Bailey,
2000). The goal, according to Parsons and Brown (2002), is to develop teachers
who are reflective thinkers “capable o f effectively articulating their judgm ents
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about what constitutes best practice and who can apply their judgm ents in their
classrooms, thus becom ing reflective practitioners” (p .l). In recent years, a
substantial body o f literature has emerged in teacher education stressing the
im portance o f preparing more thoughtful, reflective practitioners who are more
effective in the classroom (Brookfield, 1995; M cIntyre & Byrd, 2000; Ostorga,
2002-2003; Reagan, Case & Brubacher, 2000; Taggart & W ilson, 1998; Yost,
Sentner, & Forlenza-Bailey, 2000; Zeichner & Liston, 1996). Also, reflection has
become recognized as a crucial element in the professional grow th o f teachers
(Brookfield, 1995; N orlander-Case, Reagan, & Case, 1999; Schon, 1983; Tripp,
1993). Schon (1987) suggests that the ability to reflect on one's actions is
characteristic o f professional practice. He comments that reflection can take place
throughout the teaching process and is a crucial aspect o f the process by which
beginners in a discipline improve their practice to m ake it m ore consistent with that
o f successful, experienced practitioners. Tripp (1993) carries that argum ent further
and makes the case that being able to do something and know ing how one does it
are two different aspects o f being professional. He suggests that one kind of
expertise is required to make a lesson happen and another very different kind of
expertise and know ledge to diagnose what actually w ent on in it.
Barone, Berliner, Blanchard, Casanova, and M cG ow an (1996) proposed
that teacher education program s should be built around the unifying image o f the
“strong professional” (p. 1111). One o f the criteria o f the strong professional is the
ability to critically exam ine his or her actions (Ostorga, 2002-2003). The process
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o f critical analysis and evaluation has been defined in the literature as reflective
thinking. A lthough many educators and theorists agree that reflection is an essential
aspect o f good teaching, different teacher educators and theorists have defined the
concept o f reflection in a num ber o f ways.
John Dewey (1933) is often considered the first to prom ote reflection in
teaching. He defined reflective thought as the “active, persistent, and careful
consideration o f any belief or supposed form o f knowledge in the light o f the
grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (p.9).
Reflective thought, according to Dewey, looks back on assum ptions and beliefs to
be sure they are grounded in logic, evidence, or both, and it looks forward to the
implications or consequences o f a particular course o f action. It refuses to accept
things at face value, probing the “evidence o f senses” and the way things seem to
be (p.76). D ew ey has called reflection a process o f hunting, searching, or looking
for material that will lead to more thoughtful consideration. Fifty years later, Schon
(1983, 1987) recognized reflection as an im portant vehicle for the acquisition o f
professional knowledge. Valli (1997), Van M anen (1977), and Zeichner and Gore
(1995) extended the models o f reflection prom oted by D ew ey and Schon to include
critical reflection. M ezirow (1990, 1998) suggests that critical reflection triggers
transform ative learning.
Theories o f reflection prom oted by Dewey, Schon, and others, as well as
research on teaching and learning over the past 20 years, suggest that teacher
effectiveness positively im pacts student achievement. Learning how to teach and
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im proving the quality o f teaching require a proactive and reflective approach to
teaching practice (Valli, 1997; Zeichner & Gore, 1995). Reflective teaching,
according to Tripp (1993), is essential to a professional approach to practice.
Teacher educators have argued that teacher preparation program s and
practices should be designed to help teacher candidates becom e reflective
professionals (e.g., Brookfield, 1995; Howard, 2003; Reagan, Case, & Brubacher,
2000; Tripp, 1993; Valli, 1992, 1997). Reflective thinking or reflective practice is
now a com m on phrase in the literature o f teacher education as a num ber o f teacher
education program s have committed themselves to preparing teachers who are
reflective practitioners (Calderhead & Gates, 1993; LaBoskey, 1994; NorlanderCase, Reagan, & Case, 1999; Valli, 1992, 1997). Paralleling the em erging literature
on reflection as a tool to enhance teacher quality and prom ote professional
development, another body o f literature has emerged that casts a critical eye on the
quality o f A m erican education. M any education reform reports - A Nation at Risk:
The Im perative o f Educational Reform (National Com m ission on Excellence in
Education, 1983), A Nation Prepared: Teachers fo r the 21st Century (Carnegie
Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986), What M atters M ost: Teaching fo r
A m erica ’s Future (National Comm ission on Teaching and A m erica’s Future, 1996),
and No C hild L eft Behind (2002) - issued recom m endations for the im provem ent o f
teacher quality. At the heart o f these reports is the basic proposition that what
teachers know and can do is the most important influence on what students learn.
Inherent in all reports is the concept o f reflection.
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Reflection and Teacher Standards

Responding to national conversations about teaching quality and
strengthening the teaching profession, a N ational Board for Professional Teaching
Standards (NBPTS) was established in 1987 to develop standards for the advanced
certification o f highly skilled veteran teachers. In the same year, the Interstate New
Teacher A ssessm ent and Support Consortium (INTASC), a program o f the Council
o f C hief State School Officers, was established to enhance collaboration among
states interested in rethinking teacher assessm ent for initial licensing as well as for
preparation and induction into the profession. The N ational Board and INTASC are
united in their view that the complex art o f teaching requires perform ance-based
standards and assessm ent strategies that are capable o f capturing teachers' reasoned
judgm ents and that evaluate what they can actually do in authentic teaching
situations (INTASC, 1992).
The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) was
created in 1987 after the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Econom y’s Task
Force on Teaching as a Profession released A Nation Prepared: Teachers fo r the
2 1st Century (1986). Shortly after its release, N BPTS issued its first policy
statement: What Teachers Should Know and Be A ble to Do. NBPTS developed
standards and exam inations to document and recognize accom plished teaching
among veteran teachers. The NBPTS set forth five core propositions as guidelines
for what accom plished teachers should know and be able to do. Proposition 4
addresses the need for reflective practice by stating:
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Proposition 4: Teachers Think Systematically about Their Practice and Learn
from Experience.
4.3 National Board Certified Teachers critically exam ine their practice on a
regular basis to deepen knowledge, expand their repertoire o f skills, and
incorporate new findings into their practice. (NBPTS, 2007, p. 2)
The Interstate N ew Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC),
a program o f the Council o f C hief State School Officers, crafted model standards for
licensing new teachers. Created in 1987, INTASC has been working to develop a
model policy that states can use as a resource as they work to align their own teacher
licensing systems. INTASC addresses the essential knowledge, skills, and
dispositions necessary to teach responsibly, regardless o f the subject m atter or grade
level being taught. It put forth a common core o f teaching know ledge presented in
ten principals. INTASC Principal #9 acknowledges the professional aspects of
teaching as being connected to reflective practice. Principal #9 states:
The teacher is a reflective practitioner who continually evaluates the effects
o f his/her choices and actions on others (students, parents, and other
professionals in the learning community) and who actively seeks out
opportunities to grow professionally. (INTASC, 1992, p. 31)
M ost states have adopted a set o f teaching standards m odeled after the
INTASC standards. For example, in 1995, The Illinois Quality Schools Initiative
(QSI) was issued which addressed teacher preparation and professional development
in the state o f Illinois. This initiative called for changes in teacher education
programs, the teacher certification process, and professional developm ent
opportunities for teachers and administrators. A Professional D evelopm ent Project
Team was appointed by the State Board o f Education and was asked to study and
make recom m endations for a com prehensive state fram ework for professional
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developm ent and to develop a plan o f action to drive professional developm ent in
Illinois. Em erging from this study were the Illinois Professional Teaching Standards
(IPTS), w hich asserted that teacher preparation should be perform ance-based,
shifting from the current course-based system to one based on standards that describe
what teachers need to know and be able to do. The Illinois Professional Teaching
Standards reflect the national initiatives o f providing a fram ew ork o f standards to
guide professional practice. Standard 1OA o f the IPTS supports the concept o f
reflection as a key com ponent to being a professional by stating that “a teacher
understands that reflection is an integral part o f professional grow th and
im provem ent o f instruction” (ISBE, 2002).
Complementing the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards
(NBPTS) and the Interstate N ew Teacher A ssessm ent and Support Consortium
(INTASC) is the N ational Council for Accreditation o f Teacher Education
(NCATE). In 1954, N CATE was founded as an independent accrediting body
responsible for accreditation in teacher education. NCATE is the profession’s
mechanism to help establish high-quality teacher preparation. In 2000, NCATE
designed The Program Standards fo r Elementary Teacher Preparation. The
standards are for teacher candidates as they complete an elem entary teacher
preparation program in an N CATE-accredited school, departm ent or college o f
education. N CATE Standard 5b speaks directly to a teacher candidate’s ability to
use reflection and evaluation. Standard 5b states:
Candidates are aware o f and reflect on their practice in light o f research on
teaching and resources available for professional learning; they continually

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

evaluate the effects o f their professional decisions and actions on students,
parents and other professionals in the learning com m unity and actively seek
out opportunities to grow professionally, (p. 20)

Reflection and Teacher Education

The literature on teacher education suggests the concept o f teacher as
reflective professional stands in sharp contrast to the traditional, com petency-based
transm ission model o f teacher preparation that has em phasized instruction in the
technical aspects o f teaching (Tripp, 1993).

In the traditional model, the role o f the

university is to provide knowledge to the student, and the role o f the student is to
take the know ledge and apply it in the classroom. This approach has been shown to
have no, or only tem porary, impact on teachers’ practice (Risko, Roskos, &
Vukelich, 2002). As a result o f research on learning how to teach, it is strongly
recom mended that teacher preparation programs m ove beyond the transm ission o f
techniques o f teaching to the process o f learning (M artinez & M acKay, 2002;
Ostorga, 2002-2003; Risko, Roskos, & Vukelich, 2002; Yost, Sentner & ForlenzaBailey, 2000). It is stated in the literature that while m ost teacher preparation
programs prom ote teacher reflection in their curriculum (Ostroga, 2002-2003), the
concept o f the teacher as a professional is unarticulated and presum ed to be part o f a
shared, but tacit, understanding.
D uring the 1990s and early 2000s teacher educators convincingly argued that
teacher preparation program s and practices should be reform ed to help teacher
candidates becom e m ore thoughtful and reflective, and critically reflective (e.g.,
Brookfield, 1995; Howard, 2003; Loughran, 1996; Reagan, Case, & Brubacher,
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2000; Tripp, 1993; Valli, 1992; Zeichner, 1996; Zeichner & Gore, 1996). On the
wave o f the standards-based initiative created by the N BPTS, INTASC and NCATE
colleges and universities around the country aligned their program s to reflect the
need to prepare teachers who were able to dem onstrate their know ledge and skill in
relation to teaching and learning and who were reflective thinkers.
The college o f education at one large m idwestern university created a
conceptual fram ework that identifies itself as a com m unity o f learners that prepares
exem plary educators. The core set o f tenets that supports this conceptual
framework is broadly defined as knowledge, practice, and reflection. The language
o f this framework m irrors the language o f the N CA TE standards and the INTASC
principles and asserts that the teacher is a reflective practitioner who continually
evaluates how choices and actions affect students, parents, and other professionals
in the learning com munity and actively seeks opportunities to grow professionally.
Other universities throughout the country also adapted their conceptual frameworks
to reflect the INTASC standards.

Conceptual Framework: Perspectives on Reflection

This study draws on the work o f Dewey, (1933), M ezirow , (1990), Schon
(1983, 1987), Van M anen (1977), Zeichner (1996) and Valli, (1997) as providing
the conceptual underpinnings o f reflection. The literature in teacher education
suggests that reflective thinking is a complex process o f thinking and learning that
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involves at least three parts: im plicit reflection, explicit reflection, and reflective
practice.

Implicit Reflection

Implicit reflection refers to the way humans think about and resolve illstructured problems. Ill-structured problems are referred to by Jonassen (1997) as
“problem s in professional practice that possess m ultiple solutions and contain
uncertainty about w hich concepts, rules and principles are necessary for the
solution or which solution is best” (p. 65). Implicit reflection relates to the
underlying thought processes and contributing factors that influence the way in
which a person deals with, comes to understand, and responds to ill-structured
problems. The process o f im plicit reflection, according to M urphy (2004), involves
a com bination o f cognitive processes, attitudes, experiences, judgm ents,
knowledge, and the relationships among these components. For exam ple, implicit
reflection determines how a person interprets an event based on previous
experience or personal beliefs.

Explicit Reflection

Explicit reflection refers to the group o f activities and thinking that could be
described as a form o f m etacognition in which an individual thinks about his or her
actions, experiences, or beliefs. This includes the recall and consideration o f
specific aspects o f im plicit reflection (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). For example, in a
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methods course, a prospective teacher may be asked to reflect on a lesson that
he/she taught. He/she m ight be asked to recall the lesson and discuss w hat would
change and/or be retained if the lesson were taught again, as well as provide a
rationale for his/her thoughts. In another example, a prospective teacher m ight be
asked to explain his/her beliefs about teaching.

Reflective Practice

A third aspect o f reflective thinking is reflective practice. Reflective
practice involves either implicit and/or explicit reflection inform ing practice. The
basic prem ise behind reflective practice is that an individual’s practice is guided by
what he or she has learned from previous practice. One exam ple m ight be when a
student teacher modifies a lesson and then reteaches it. Reflective teaching is
another term that is often used (Brookfield, 1995; Schon, 1987; Tripp, 1993; Valli,
1992, 1993a, 1997) to describe the use o f reflection to guide practice. These three
com ponents o f reflective thinking are intricately tied to one another. Each
com ponent contributes to the others and each is influenced by the others. For
example, im plicit reflection influences a person’s explicit reflections and practice
and his or her im plicit reflection is influenced by explicit reflections and/or by his
or her practice (Murphy, 2004). According to Tripp (1993), reflective thinking is a
complex, hum an thinking process that is part o f how we learn from our experiences
and how we deal with ill-structured problems.
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Types and Levels o f Reflection

The literature on reflection not only suggests that there are types o f
reflection, but that individuals will reflect at different levels o f complexity. Yost,
Sentner, and Forlenza-Bailey (2000) describe critical reflection as “the highest
level o f reflectivity and involves reflection on the assumptions underlying a
decision or act and on the broader ethical, moral, political and historical
implications behind the decision or act” (p. 41).
Van M anen (1977) conceived o f reflection as a progression involving three
distinct stages. The first concerns the effective application o f skills and technical
knowledge in the classroom setting. Here, reflection is confined to analyzing the
effects o f strategies used. The second stage involves reflection about the
assumptions underlying a specific classroom practice as well as the consequences
of that practice on student learning. This level o f reflection implies that teachers
are assessing the educational implications o f their actions and beliefs. The third
stage entails questioning the moral and ethical dim ensions related, directly or
indirectly, to the classroom situation. At this level o f reflection, teachers make
connections between situations they encounter and the broader social, political and
economic forces that influence those events.
Zeichner and Liston (1996) identified four levels o f reflective thought:
factual (concerns literal occurrences), prudential (focusing on evaluation o f
experiences and procedures), justificatory (providing rationales for actions), and
critical (concerns with the underlying assumptions o f actions) and observed that
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prospective teachers’ reflection occurred mostly at the factual level (i.e., concerned
with literal occurrences in their experiences and procedural and technical aspects o f
teaching).
Schon (1987) suggested that the ability to reflect on one’s actions is
characteristic o f professional practice. Schon noted that reflection can take place
throughout the teaching process and is a crucial aspect o f the process by which
beginners in a discipline improve their practice to make it m ore consistent with that
of successful, experienced practitioners. Schon’s (1987) notion o f reflection
encompasses three different modes o f reflection, not necessarily developmental in
nature. R eflection-on-action is reflection on one’s actions and thoughts after an
action is completed. Reflection-in-action is a spontaneous reflection in the midst o f
action. Reflection-for-action is the desired outcome for the first two types o f
reflection. Like reflective practice or reflective teaching, reflection-for-action
engages the teacher in reflection to guide future actions.
Linda Valli (1993a) refers to reflective teaching as prom oting a thoughtful
exam ination o f practice. She contrasts reflective teachers and nonreflective teachers
stating that reflective teachers have the ability to think about their teaching
behaviors and make judgm ents about them. Teachers who are unreflective are
limited in this way and rem ain as skilled technicians who have not developed the
intellectual and moral capacities to make wise decisions or to consider the
consequences o f their actions (Valli, 1993a). After a review o f the literature and
different teacher education program s that em phasize reflective teaching, Valli
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(1997) concluded that there are at least five different types o f reflection. She calls
these orientations technical reflection, reflection-in- and -on-action, deliberative
reflection, personalistic reflection, and critical reflection.
These multiple frameworks suggest that reflection is a com plex
phenom enon. A distillation o f these perspectives is presented in C hapter 2.

Statement o f the Problem

In the quote at the beginning o f this chapter - that reflective thinking must
becom e a taken-for-granted lens through which preservice teachers conceptualize
their practice - Ross and Hannay (1986) express the sentim ents o f a wide
proportion o f teacher educators, yet very little is actually know n about how
teachers, especially preservice teachers, reflect. This statement, how ever, belies the
complex nature o f reflection and the difficulty experienced by teacher educators to
ensure student teachers becom e reflective, especially critically reflective
(Brookfield, 1995).
In the current climate o f reform, state and national policy m akers and
teacher preparation program s are rapidly aligning their goals to meet the challenge
to im prove the quality o f teachers for our nation’s children. A lm ost as rapidly,
claims are em erging about both the capacity o f these initiatives to shape teaching
and learning and their many failures to accom plish this end (Knapp, 2002).
Ostorga (2002-2003) asserts that a com mon concern in teacher preparation

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

15
program s is the need to develop reflective practice that lasts beyond the educational
efforts o f the programs that aim to prom ote it.
Despite the fact that reflection has become recognized as a crucial element
in the professional growth and developm ent o f teachers, W ideen, M ayer-Sm ith and
Moon (1998) present the need for additional research that com pares program s and
examines the effects o f field experiences, especially student teaching experiences,
on teacher candidates' levels o f reflection.

Research Questions

This study was influenced by the literature on reflective teaching and the illstructured nature o f teaching, the professional developm ent o f teachers, and
educational policy. This study exam ined critical incidents described by teacher
candidates as they reflected on their final student teaching experience and the levels
o f reflection engendered by those critical incidents. The specific research questions
that were addressed include:
•

W hat is the nature o f critical incidents described by teacher candidates?

•

How do teacher candidates reflect on a critical incident?

Significance o f the Study

U nderstanding more about critical incidents experienced by preservice
teachers will allow teacher educators, cooperating teachers, and field experience
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supervisors to utilize critical incidents as vehicles for developing reflective
practice.
U nderstanding more about how teacher candidates engage in reflection
involves learning about the ways in which preservice teachers conceptualize a
teaching problem . A n exam ination o f how teacher candidates reflect will
illuminate understanding o f the effectiveness o f reflection on and in practice, will
guide teacher educators in identifying evidence o f im proved student reflectivity,
and will inform models o f teacher preparation programs.

Definition o f Terms

Some o f the terms used in this study are universally accepted; some may
need further clarification. The following definitions are for term s used in this study
that may not have the same m eanings universally but are the m eanings used in this
study.
Critical Reflection:

Critical reflection involves reflection on the

assumptions underlying a decision or act and on the broader ethical, moral, political
and historical im plications behind the decision or act.
Preservice Student: Preservice student is a student who is enrolled at a
college or university and is taking the required coursework and field work
necessary for licensure. This term is used in the literature to differentiate between
teachers who are inservice (already licensed and teaching) and those who are not
yet licensed and teaching.
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Reflection: This study uses a general description o f reflection as described
by Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) as “looking back and m aking sense o f practice,
learning from this and using this learning to affect your future action. It is about
making sense o f your professional life” (p. 2).
Teacher Candidate: A teacher candidate is a student o f teaching who is
practicing teaching in a classroom setting with a group o f students and is under the
supervision o f a cooperating teacher and, usually, a university supervisor. This term
is used interchangeably w ith the term “student teacher. ”
Transform ative Learning: This study refers to M ezirow ’s (1990) definition
o f transform ative learning as being the process o f learning through critical self
reflection, which results in the reformulation o f a m eaning perspective to allow a
more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative understanding on one’s experience.

Organization o f the Study

This dissertation is organized in five chapters. In Chapter 1, introductory
inform ation was accom panied by a discussion o f the current dem and for reflective
teachers, followed by perspectives on reflection, the research questions,
significance o f the study, and definition o f terms used in this study.
Chapter 2 describes a review o f the literature pertaining to educational
policy issues in regard to building a culture o f teachers as reflective practitioners.
This chapter also reviews literature on the nature o f reflective practice, types o f
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reflection, and models o f reflection that provide the basis for an analysis o f
reflection by teacher candidates.
Chapter 3 includes a description o f the research design o f the study, the
setting and participants in the study, procedures for participant selection and the
procedures for data collection and analysis. This chapter also contains a discussion
o f the critical incident technique.
Chapter 4 provides a discussion o f the qualitative analysis o f teacher
candidates’ critical incidents o f a teaching/learning event using the critical incident
technique.
Chapter 5 com prises the discussion o f findings. Here the key emergent
concepts are gathered and discussed as they relate to the research questions.
Implications for teacher education are explored and recom m endations for further
study are proposed.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
“Reflection becom es the essential link between lessons and proves to be the
difference between teaching to meet district objectives and teaching to help all
students understand.” (Schroeder, 1996, p. 648)

The Demand for Teacher Quality

The quality o f the teachers in our educational system has been an issue o f
national concern since at least the early 1900s, but interest in educational quality
seems to have intensified during the second h alf o f the 20th century (Long & Riegle,
2002). The accountability reform movement that started with learning standards for
public school children and followed the report o f the N ational Com m ission on
Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk: The Im perative fo r Educational Reform
(1983), turned to consensus about teacher quality with the report by the National
Comm ission on Teaching and A m erica’s Future, What M atters Most: Teaching fo r
A m erica's Future in 1996.
As we m ove deeper into the 21 st century, m uch attention continues to be
placed on the education o f our children and whether we are adequately preparing
them to successfully compete in a world market. In the opening paragraph o f
Teacher Quality: Understanding the Effectiveness o f Teacher Attributes, Jennifer
King Rice (2003) states, “Teacher quality is the m ost im portant school-related factor
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influencing student achievem ent” (p. 1). The N ational Council o f Teachers o f
English (2004) defines teacher quality as a vital factor in student learning. In
addition, Long and Riegle (2002) define teacher quality as a com plex phenomenon,
and they state that there is little consensus on w hat it is or how to m easure it. They
emphasize that the two m ost common definitions focus on teacher qualifications and
teacher practices. These reports and others that follow ed focused on perceptions o f
declining student achievem ent and affirmed the need to professionalize teaching.
During the past 15 years, many state and national initiatives have surfaced
that address the need to improve the quality o f teachers in our nation’s schools. In its
1996 report, What M atters Most: Teaching fo r A m e ric a ’s Future, the National
Comm ission on Teaching and A m erica’s Future (NCTAF) offers a blueprint for
ensuring teacher quality through recruiting, preparing, and supporting excellent
teachers in all o f A m erica’s schools and recom m ends three anchors o f teacher
quality: the N ational Council for Accreditation o f Teacher Education (NCATE), the
Interstate N ew Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC), and the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS). This continuum o f
standards has been developed to guide teacher learning across the career path.
Recognizing the importance o f a quality education, N CTA F challenged the nation to
provide every child with what should be his or her educational birthright:
“competent, caring, qualified teachers in schools organized for success” (NCTAF,
1996, p .3) by improving the capacity o f teachers.
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In January 2002, President George W. Bush passed into law the No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB) that focused attention on closing the achievem ent gap
through equality o f opportunity and accountability. In January 2004, Secretary Paige
in his address to the American Enterprise Institute em phasized that in Am erica we
have a deeply divided and desperate education system. Secretary Paige (2004)
supported the passage o f NCLB in his address by stating that "in 2003 this nation
spent $488 billion, federal, state, and local on K-12 education, yet we saw that many
students did not read at grade level. Some are years behind. Some can't read at all.
We found sim ilar problem s in mathematics" (p. 3).
These and other education reform reports continue to issue recom mendations
for the im provem ent o f teacher quality. At the heart o f these reports is the basic
proposition that what teachers know and can do is the m ost im portant influence on
what students learn. The past two decades have w itnessed a period o f intense
pressure to change schools, colleges o f education, and teacher education (Kochan &
Trimble, 2000). Among the most prominent according to Kochan and Trimble is the
Holmes Group, founded in 1985 and reorganized as the Holmes Partnership in 1996.
The Holmes Group reported on teachers (1986), schools (1990), and schools o f
education (1995). The National Netw ork for Educational Renewal (Goodlad, 1994)
also em erged as an agent for educational change. Finally, the N ational Comm ission
on Teaching and A m erica’s Future (1996) focused on issues o f standards and quality
assurance (Kochan & Trimble, 2000).
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In a growing num ber o f states, the issue o f how to im prove teacher quality
has moved to the top o f the reform agenda. States have undertaken a wide range of
initiatives affecting all aspects o f teaching from preservice education and induction
to evaluation, licensing, compensation, and ongoing training. But, particularly in the
area o f teacher education programs, a significant gap continues between what is
known to be effective in improving teacher quality and what is practiced at the
school and district levels.
In an evaluation o f national and state studies about student achievement, the
NCTAF (1996) found that the most significant factor affecting achievem ent is
teacher quality. Based on their evaluation, the com m ission recom m ended that
teacher preparation and professional development be reinvented. Likewise, the work
o f N CA TE (2000) reflects the evolution o f a m uch stronger know ledge base for
teaching and requires schools o f education to dem onstrate how they are
incorporating new knowledge about the effective teaching o f subject m atter, various
approaches to learning, and student diversity in their preparation o f teachers. These
changes to improve the quality o f education are evidence o f a deepening
com m itm ent to professionalism in teaching.
It is com m only recognized that learning how to teach and im proving the
quality o f teaching requires a proactive and reflective approach to teaching practice.
The enorm ously popular work o f Donald Schon in the 1980s introduced the concept
o f the reflective professional and challenged the dom inant technical rationality in
professional education. He argued for more attention to prom oting artistry in
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teaching by encouraging reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action among
teachers. The reflective approach is intended to facilitate the com plex process o f
learning how to teach and enable the teacher to bridge theory and practice. Schon
(1987) reminds us that practitioners in any field are problem solvers who “select
technical means best suited to particular purposes” (p.3). However, he suggests that
problems o f real-world practice, especially teaching, do not present themselves to
practitioners as well-form ed structures. Regardless o f the evidence em phasizing the
importance o f reflective practice, little is known about how teachers, and especially
preservice teachers, characterize this practice.
In the following sections, the response to the dem and for teacher quality will
be considered in four areas: the development o f teacher standards that include
reflection, teacher preparation programs as they build candidates' capacity for and
use o f reflection, the nature o f reflection and models that reflect conceptions o f
reflection, and research studies related to the developm ent o f reflection in practice.

Teacher Standards and Reflection

Since NCLB in 2002, school districts as well as colleges, schools, and
departments o f education across the country are w orking to provide children with
highly qualified teachers supported by strong professional teaching environments.
In response to the call for highly qualified teachers and the need for a model
of good teaching, N CATE developed a set o f standards for teacher preparation
programs in 2000 that prom otes accountability for ensuring teachers are well
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prepared to m eet the needs o f all children (NCATE, 2000). W hile N CA TE accredits
schools, colleges, and departments o f education that provide professional training for
teachers, the A ssociation for Childhood Education International (ACEI), a
constituent m em ber organization o f NCATE, is responsible for the program review
process w ithin NCATE for institutions seeking national accreditation in elementary
education. The position ACEI takes in the preparation o f elem entary yeachers is that
qualified teachers m ust be recognized as professionals in their field by being
graduates o f an accredited teacher preparation program, or at least be certified
through an accredited alternate program that requires a bachelor’s degree in addition
to professional study. The idea is that for teachers to be recognized as professionals,
they need to engage in reflective practice woven through the N CATE/A CEI
Standards.

NCATE/ACEI Standards

The N CATE Program Standards for Elem entary Teacher Preparation o f 2000
differ from previous N CA TE program standards in that they describe what teacher
candidates should know and be able to do so that students learn, rather than what
topics should be included in the teacher preparation coursew ork or the nature o f field
experiences offered to candidates. The standards are grouped in five major
categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Developm ent, learning, and motivation
Curriculum
Instruction
Assessment, and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

25
5. Professionalism (NCATE 2000, p. 1)

The N CA TE standards exhibit four attributes for teacher candidates:
1. Knowledge that candidates should possess about subject content, pedagogy,
child developm ent and learning, motivation, instruction, assessm ent and the
qualities o f a professional.
2. Abilities candidates should master to apply that know ledge effectively in the
classroom and other professional teaching situations, including collaboration
with colleagues.
3. D ispositions usually associated with candidates who go on to successful
teaching careers.
4. Teacher candidates’ ability to have positive effects on student learning - the
purpose o f education. (NCATE, 2000, p. 2)

INTASC Standards

In 1996, under the auspices o f the Council o f C hief State School Officers, a
consortium o f m ore than 30 states and professional organizations form ed the
Interstate N ew Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (IN TASC) Model
Standards for Beginning Teachers Licensing and Developm ent. These standards
were drafted by representatives o f the teaching profession along w ith personnel from
17 state education agencies. The standards represent a com m on core o f teaching
knowledge and skills that should be acquired by all new teachers. The standards are
performance based; that is, they describe what teachers should know and be able to
do rather than listing courses that teachers should take in order to be aw arded a
license. The INTASC standards for teacher licensing were organized around ten
principles that reflect the core knowledge, skills, and dispositions teachers should
develop in order to teach in the ways that the new standards dem and. These include:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Knowledge o f subject matter and how to m ake it accessible to students
U nderstanding o f how to foster learning and developm ent
Ability to create learning experiences adapted to the needs o f diverse learners
Use o f teaching strategies that foster critical thinking, problem solving, and
high levels o f performance
A bility to create a positive, purposeful learning environm ent
Use o f effective verbal, nonverbal, and m edia com m unication techniques to
foster active inquiry, collaboration, and supportive interaction
Ability to plan instruction based upon know ledge o f subject matter, students,
the com munity, and curriculum goals
Understanding and skilled use o f a wide array o f assessm ent strategies
A bility to reflect on, evaluate and improve teaching and learning
Ability to collaborate with colleagues and parents to support student learning

National Board for Professional Teaching Standards

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) and
assessments help teachers reflect on and learn from their practice. NBPTS is an
independent, nonprofit, nonpartisan organization governed by a board o f directors,
the majority o f whom are classroom teachers. O ther m em bers include school
adm inistrators, school board leaders, governors and state legislators, higher
education officials, teacher union leaders and business and com m unity leaders. The
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards is rooted in the belief that the
single most im portant action this country can take to im prove schools and student
learning is to strengthen teaching. The m ission is to advance the quality o f teaching
and learning by:
•
•
•

M aintaining high and rigorous standards for what accom plished teachers
should know and be able to do,
Providing a national voluntary system certifying teachers who m eet these
standards,
A dvocating related education reforms to integrate N ational Board
Certification in American education, and
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•

Capitalizing on the expertise o f National Board Certified Teachers.

The standards are based on five m ajor propositions that teachers and researchers
agree are essential to accom plished teaching:
1. Teachers are com m itted to students and their learning.
2. Teachers know the subjects they teach and how to teach those subjects to
students.
3. Teachers are responsible for managing and m onitoring student learning.
4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from experience.
5. Teachers are members o f learning communities.
The aim o f NBPTS in developing the core propositions as a foundation was
to detail what constitutes accomplished teaching in every subject and for students at
all stages o f their development. Ultimately, the NBPTS standards provide a careerlong learning curriculum for accomplished teaching and set the standard to improve
teaching and, thereby, improve student learning.

Illinois Professional Teaching Standards

M ost states followed the lead o f the various policy m akers and developed
their own set o f professional teaching standards. In 1997, Illinois drafted the Illinois
Professional Teaching Standards (IPTS). The IPTS affirm that all students have the
potential to learn rigorous content and achieve high standards and that the Illinois
educational system m ust guarantee a learning environm ent in w hich all students can
learn. Illinois then developed a set o f professional teaching standards that mirrored
the INTASC standards and reflected the changing resources available for teaching,
such as technology and com m unity options, and the new expectations for
accountability and the accom panying need for an understanding o f assessm ent
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strategies. In addition, the IPTS asserts that the standards should reflect the changing
role o f the teacher, from instructor to learning guide and coach as well as the
changing character o f the curriculum (ISBE, 2002). The IPTS align with the
INTASC standards by stressing the need for teachers to work collaboratively and
have shared responsibility between the school and family and betw een the school
and the community. And finally, the IPTS stresses the im portance o f teachers being
reflective practitioners who plan their professional developm ent over the course of
an entire career and contribute to the profession’s know ledge base. This process
begins with preservice teacher preparation.

Preservice Teacher Reflection

Our student teachers are entering a political arena that is filled with high
expectations and high accountability. In addition, the student population is
increasingly m ore diverse, a situation that provides increased challenges to their
perceived ways o f teaching. Schools are facing unprecedented challenges, including
the breakdown o f family and community structures, increasing levels o f violent
behavior among young people, the rapid creation o f new know ledge, and the
advances in technology that can literally transform traditional teaching and learning
processes.
In light o f the dem anding school environments our teacher candidates are
entering, teacher education researchers have found that preservice program s must
move beyond the transm ission o f techniques o f teaching to the process o f learning
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(Campbell, Norlander, Reagan, Case, DeFranco, & B rubacher 1995). Campbell et
al. (1995) contend that teacher education programs m ust prepare future teachers for
lifelong learning and professionalism. They assert that to becom e an inquiring
educator, teacher candidates must develop an ethos o f intellectuality about teaching.
Finally, Cam pbell et al. recommend that one o f the best ways to scaffold learner
cognition is by encouraging active, meaningful learning. Piaget (1976) and
Vygotsky (1978) advanced the theory that cognitive processes develop based on
experience. It is through experience and reflecting on that experience that one
begins to think critically on their practice. Ross and Bandy (1996) define reflective
teaching as m aking rational and ethical choices about what and how to teach and
assuming responsibility for those choices (p. iv). In a review o f the literature on
critical pedagogy and reflective teaching, R odriquez and Sjostrom (1998) conclude
that reflective teaching is a process requiring the practitioner to have a particular set
of attitudes and abilities that include: (1) an openness to the cognitive and social
construction o f learning, (2) the active role o f the learner in constructing meaning,
(3) an openness to multiple perspectives, and (4) building on the learner’s
background know ledge and experience in prom oting critical thinking and learning.
These characteristics influence the quality o f teacher reflection and the set o f criteria
teachers use to evaluate their decisions.
Critically reflective teaching can facilitate teacher candidates’ sorting through
and selecting from many ideas, help them confront and challenge their conception o f
teaching and learning and their worldview, and assist them in learning how these
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affect their professional development and classroom decision m aking (Rodriquez &
Sjostrom, 1998).

Nature o f Reflective Practice

At the heart o f the conception o f reflective practice is the work o f John
Dewey, who wrote about the need for reflective thinking as early as 1903 and dealt
with the role o f reflection extensively in How We Think (1910, revised 1933). For
Dewey, logical analysis was basically the generalization (in a systematic form) o f the
reflective process in which all o f us engage on occasion. D ew ey recognized that we
can reflect on a whole host o f things in the sense o f m erely thinking about them;
however, logical or analytic reflection can take place only when there is a real
problem to be solved.
Dewey saw true reflective practice as taking place only w hen the individual
faces a real problem that he or she needs to resolve and then seeks to resolve
that problem in a rational manner. W hen a problem occurs for the teacher, he
or she is presented with an opportunity for m eaningful reflection. (NorlanderCase et ah, 1999, p. 26)
A t a general level, reflection is defined as a w ay o f thinking about
educational matters that involves the ability to make rational choices and to assume
responsibility for those choices (Goodman, 1989; Ross, 1989; Zeichner & Liston,
1996). The elements o f the reflective process include:
• Recognizing an educational dilemma,
• Responding to a dilem m a by recognizing both the sim ilarities to other
situations and the unique qualities o f the particular situation,
• Framing and refram ing the dilemma,
• Experim enting with the dilemma to discover the consequences and o f various
solutions,
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•
•

Exam ining the intended and unintended consequences o f an implem ented
solution, and
Evaluating the solution by determining whether the consequences are
desirable or not.
Schon (1983) stresses that reflective practice is grounded in the practitioner’s

appreciation system (i.e., repertoire o f values, knowledge, theories, and practices).
The appreciation system o f the teacher influences the types o f dilemm as that will be
recognized, the way teachers frame and refram e dilemmas, and the judgm ents
teachers make about the desirability o f solutions. For example, Valli (1990) and
Zeichner & Tabachnick (2001) note that teachers m ust use moral as well as
educational criteria in exam ining the consequences o f im plem ented solutions.
Consequently, preparation o f reflective practitioners requires teaching not only the
elements o f the reflective process but also increasing the range and depth o f
knowledge in each student’s appreciation system.
The developm ent o f reflection also requires the developm ent o f several
attitudes and abilities, such as introspection, open-mindedness, and willingness to
accept responsibility for their decisions and actions (Dewey, 1933). The
introspective teacher engages in thoughtful reconsideration o f all that happens in a
classroom w ith an eye toward improvement. The open-minded teacher is willing to
consider new evidence (such as unexpected occurrences in a classroom or new
theoretical knowledge) and is willing to adm it the possibility o f error.
The characteristics o f mature reflective judgm ent indicate that students must
also develop the ability to view situations from multiple perspectives, the ability to
search for alternative explanations o f classroom events, and the ability to use
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evidence in supporting or evaluating a decision or position. This definition o f
reflection provides a framework for helping student teachers becom e m ore reflective
and for evaluating their progress tow ard that goal (Ross, 1989).

Types and Levels o f Reflection

The process o f becoming a reflective practitioner, like that o f becom ing a
good teacher, is a long and, in many ways, difficult one. Every teacher, however, at
every stage o f his or her career can and should strive to becom e a reflective
practitioner, know ing that only by m aking the effort to becom e reflective and
analytic can one really be said to become a good teacher (Reagan, Case, &
Brubacher, 2000). Freppon (2001) comments:
Teacher reflection is not new; it is a fam iliar refrain in a great deal o f
literature. However, the content, hum an experience, and role o f reflection in
actual instruction is often a mystery. R eflection is not a com plete description
o f what is happening in effective teaching. Reflection is not [educational]
reflection unless it is linked to teaching action. ( p.2)
A ccording to Dewey (1933), reflection begins with a “felt difficulty” (p.
102), w hich can range in intensity from mild uneasiness to intense shock. To address
this sense o f unease, Dewey suggests, individuals m ust proceed through three steps
o f reflection: 1) problem definition, 2) m eans/ends analysis, and 3) generalization. ■
Dewey distinguishes between action based on reflection and action that is impulsive
or blind, and his emphasis is on the need to develop certain attitudes o f openmindedness and skills o f thinking and reasoning in order to reflect. This distinction
and em phasis have been influential in the way teacher educators think about
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reflective teaching. For Dewey, a fundamental purpose o f education is to help people
acquire habits o f reflection so they can engage in intelligent action.
Dewey (1933) first characterized reflection leading to teaching action as
com prising five phases. These five phases parallel the scientific method:
1. Suggestions are the ideas or possibilities that spring to mind.
2. Problem or intellectualization is seeing the big picture - recognizing the real
cause for concern.
3. Hypothesis formation is when a suggestion is reconsidered in term s o f what
can be done w ith it or how it can be used.
4. Reasoning is the linking o f inform ation, ideas, and previous experiences to
expand on suggestions, hypotheses and tests to extend the thinking about and
know ledge o f the subject
5. Testing is the phase in which the hypothesized end result may be tested.
(p. 107)
For Dewey, then, true reflective practice takes place only when the individual is
faced with a real problem that he or she needs to resolve and seeks to resolve that
problem in a rational m anner (Reagan, Case, & Brubacher, 2000).
Contem porary conceptualizations o f reflective practice as it applies to the
activities o f classroom teachers include the work o f Schon, V an M anen, and Valli.
Recent em phasis on the need for reflective practice in education has been largely
inspired by the work o f Donald Schon. In the 1980s, Schon introduced the concept
o f the reflective professional and challenged the dom inant schema o f technical
rationality in professional education. Schon (1987) proposes that in preparing
professionals, teacher educators need most to “ teach students how to make decisions
under conditions o f uncertainty” (p. 11). A ccording to Schon, the reflective approach
is intended to facilitate the complex process o f learning how to teach (make
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decisions under conditions o f uncertainty) and enable the teacher to bridge theory
and practice.

Schon's Model o f R eflection

Schon (1987) describes three forms o f reflection: reflection-on-action,
reflection-in-action, and reflection-for-action, and draws a distinction between
reflection-in-action and knowing-in-action. Schon suggests that w hen someone has
learned how to do something, he/she can make decisions and adjustm ents to their
actions without having to think about them. He contends that m ost o f the time our
“spontaneous know ledge (knowing-in-action) gets us through the day” (p. 26).
However, there are times when a familiar routine produces a surprise or unexpected
event and something fails to meet our expectations. A t tim es such as these, Schon
asserts, an individual may respond by brushing it aside, or he/she m ay respond by
reflection. A person may reflect on action by thinking back on what was done in
order to discover how their knowing-in-action may have contributed to the surprise.
Reflection-on-action usually happens after the incident or can be a brief period o f
time when a person pauses in the midst o f action to stop and think. In reflection-onaction, there is no direct connection to the present action. In contrast, a person may
reflect in action without breaking the flow or interrupting the action. In education we
might refer to reflection-in-action as being an in-flight decision. In this context,
Schon contends, our thinking serves to reshape what we are doing while we are
doing it and while we can still make a difference to the situation.

Schon’s ideas
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initiated a new wave o f research and learning about teacher reflection. Reflectionon-action is the basis o f much o f the literature pertaining to reflective teaching and
reflective teacher education (Loughran, 1996).
Both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action are essentially reactive in
nature, being distinguished primarily by when reflection takes place - with
reflection-in-action referring to reflection in the m idst o f practice and reflection-onpractice referring to reflection that takes place after an event. Reflection-for-action,
in contrast, as Schon argues, is the desired outcom e o f both previous types o f
reflection. We undertake reflection not so m uch to revisit the past or to becom e
aware o f the m etacognitive process one is experiencing, but to guide future action
(Norlander-Case et ah, 1999). In other words, reflection-for-practice is proactive in
nature. It is im portant to note that the relative significance o f each o f these three
components o f reflective practice may change during an individual teacher’s career;
thus, for the novice teacher, reflection-for-practice and reflection-on-practice may be
the most obvious ways in which his or her practice is distinguished, whereas for the
expert or m aster teacher, reflectivity may be best seen in his or her reflection-inpractice. Further, the process o f engaging in reflection-for-practice should be seen
not as a linear one, but as an ongoing spiral in w hich each elem ent o f reflective
practice is constantly involved in an interactive process o f change and development
(Schon, 1987). Schon (1983, 1987) recognizes the reflective conversation - the
responsive interchange between thinking and acting - as an insight into reflective
practice.
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Van Manen's Framework o f Reflection

Van M anen (1977) proposes that reflective thinking occurs in three stages
similar to those described by Zeichner and Liston (1996). In technical reflection, the
teacher considers the best way to reach an unexam ined goal; in practical reflection,
the teacher exam ines the means and the end (goals) by asking questions such as,
“W hat should we be learning?” In critical reflection, the moral and ethical issues o f
social com passion and justice are considered along with the means and ends.
Van M anen (1977) suggests a hierarchy o f levels o f reflectivity. He
identifies three levels o f reflective teaching, each o f which describes different criteria
for choosing am ong alternative courses o f action (O ’D onoghue & Brooker, 1996),
and can be seen as paralleling the growth o f the individual teacher from novice to
expert or m aster teacher (Norlander-Case et al., 1999). Level 1 is concerned with the
technical aspects o f teaching. The prim ary em phasis is on the application o f
knowledge for the purpose o f reaching specific teaching objectives. The first level is
characterized by the effective and appropriate application o f skills, materials,
technical know ledge, and instructional strategies in the classroom setting (NorlanderCase et al., p .31).
Level 2, according to Van Manen, is that o f practical reflection, which is
concerned with deciding the relative worth o f com peting educational goals. Interest
centers on the m oral, ethical, and value considerations in education. Reflection at
the second level involves reflection about the assum ptions underlying specific
classroom practices as well as about the consequences o f particular strategies,
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curricula, materials, and so on. According to Norlander-Case et al. (1999), “At this
second level o f reflectivity, teachers begin to apply educational criteria to
pedagogical practice in order to make independent, individual decisions about
pedagogical m atters” (p.31).
Level 3 is the level o f critical reflection, w here the focus is on the social and
political context o f schooling. Teachers assess their actions for their ability to
contribute toward greater equity, social justice, and humane conditions in schooling
and society. The critical element at this level is concerned with “the moral and
ethical aspects o f social compassion and justice” (Sparks-Langer, Simm ons, Pasch,
Colton & Starko, 1990, p. 39). Issues o f social justice and ethics in education are
and have been com m on to educators and educational theorists at least since Plato
(e.g., see Zeichner, 1992) and are clearly manifested in such com m on and important
distinctions made by educators as that between educational product goals (what we
want to achieve in the classroom or the school) and process goals (the restrictions
that exist on how our product goals can be achieved) (Valli, 1993).
Norlander-Case et al. (1999) suggest that the third level o f reflectivity
(sometimes called critical reflection) “entails the questioning o f m oral, ethical and
other types o f norm ative criteria related directly and indirectly to the classroom ” (p.
32). Critical reflection involves thinking and problem solving (Yost et al., 2000;
Tripp, 1993). Tripp (1993) suggests that reflecting on what we do is essential to the
development o f professional judgm ent, but unless our reflection involves some form
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o f challenge to and critique o f ourselves and our professional values, we tend to
simply reinforce existing patterns and tendencies.

Valli's Reflection Orientations

After reviewing different teacher education program s that em phasize
reflective teaching, Valli (1997) proposes five orientations to reflection: technical
reflection, reflection-in- and -on-action, deliberative reflection, personalistic
reflection, and critical reflection..
Valli (1993a) describes a technical orientation to teaching as being “on
performance, often measurable performance, with the teacher’s role limited to
‘piloting’ students through a learning process conceived and designed by others”
(p.36). Valli adds that technical teachers w ould have little basis upon w hich to make
strategic decisions or to consider consequences or alternative courses o f action.
“They would simply have a repertoire o f behaviors which are used in a relatively
unvarying m anner” (p.36). Valli (1997) describes technical reflection as having two
related meanings. The first relates to the content o f reflection: focus on the narrow
domain o f teaching techniques or skills. The second relates to the quality o f
reflection: directing one’s actions through a straightforward application o f research
on teaching. Valli suggests that teachers who utilize technical reflection are
externally m otivated and judge their performance through definitions o f good
teaching by an outside expert. “In this type o f reflection, the outside expert
researcher’s voice is dom inant” (p.76).
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Valli (1997) borrows the terms “reflection-in-action” and “reflection-onaction” from Donald Schon (1983, 1987). Reflection-on-action refers to the
retrospective thinking teachers do after a lesson has been taught. Reflection-inaction refers to the spontaneous, intuitive decisions made during the act o f teaching.
Unlike technical reflection, in reflection-in- and -on-action, the teacher’s voice is
regarded as expert and the content for reflection comes from the teacher’s own
unique situation. “Each teacher’s values, beliefs, classroom context, and students
provide the source o f knowledge for reflective action.” (p. 76). Valli suggests that in
a teacher education program, the unique case, rather than the generalized rule, is the
important teaching tool.
A third type o f reflection proposed by Valli is deliberative reflection. Valli
(1997) views deliberative reflection as em phasizing decision m aking based on a
variety o f sources: research, experience, the advice o f other teachers, and personal
beliefs and values. According to Valli, no one voice dominates. M ultiple voices and
perspectives are sought and heard. “Teachers must then make the best decision
possible even though conflicting advice m ight be offered” (p. 77).
Personalistic reflection focuses on personal grow th and relationships. In this
mode o f reflection, teachers would consciously link their personal and professional
lives. They also would think about their students’ lives. Valli (1997) states that
teachers who reflect in a personalistic way would be caretakers, not ju st information
dispensers. These teachers would reflect to understand the reality o f their students in
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order to give them the best care possible. “The quality o f their reflection would be
determined by the ability to em pathize” (p.78).
The final type o f reflection Valli (1997) suggests is critical reflection. The
aim o f critical reflection, according to Valli, is not ju st understanding, but improving
the quality o f life o f disadvantaged groups. This mode o f reflection is derived from
political philosophers and is the only form o f reflection that explicitly views the
school and school knowledge as political constructions. Therefore, the content for
reflection would be ways in which “schools and teachers contribute to social
injustices and inequality and ways in which they can help overcom e these inequities”
(p. 79). Teachers engaged in critical reflection w ould attend to the voices o f those
who are among society’s least powerful and privileged.
Because V alli’s conception o f reflection incorporates m any aspects o f
Schon’s (1987) and Van M anen’s (1977) frameworks, her model o f reflection served
as the prim ary fram ework for examining student teachers’ reflections in this study.
This framework is summarized in Table 1.
How these types and levels o f reflection are incorporated in teacher
preparation program s is addressed in the next section.
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Table 1
V alli’s Reflection Orientations
Reflection Orientation
Technical Reflection

Reflection-in/onAction

Content for Reflection
General instruction and
management behaviors
that are based on research
on teaching

O ne’s own personal
teaching performance

Quality o f Reflection
M atching o n e’s own
perform ance to external
guidelines
Voice o f outside authority
is prom inent
Prescriptive way to learn
how to teach
Basing decisions on one’s
ow n unique situation
T eacher’s inner voice
dom inates

Deliberative
Reflection

Personalistic
Reflection

A whole range o f teaching
concerns, including
students, curriculum,
instructional strategies,
rules, and organization o f
the classroom
O ne’s own personal
growth and relationships
with students

U nique cases
W eighing com peting
viewpoints and research
findings
No one voice dominates
M ultiple perspectives
Listening to and trusting
one’s ow n inner voice and
the voices o f others
T eacher’s inner voice and
voices o f students are
listened to

Critical Reflection

The social, moral and
political dimensions o f
schooling

Transform ative
Judging the goals and
purposes o f schooling in
light o f ethical criteria such
as social justice and
equality o f opportunity
Voices o f disadvantaged
are heard
Political constructions
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Reflection in Teacher Preparation Program s

The phrase “reflective practice" has becom e a com m on phrase in the
literature o f teacher education as a growing num ber o f teacher preparation programs
have explicitly com m itted themselves to preparing teachers who will be reflective
practitioners (Norlander-Case et al., 1999). A lthough not all teacher preparation
programs have an articulated com mitment to reflective practice (Christensen, 1996),
it would be unusual to find a teacher preparation program anyw here in the United
States that was on record as rejecting the goal o f reflective practice for classroom
teachers and preservice teachers (Norlander-Case et al., 1999). Reflective practice as
a goal o f teacher preparation programs has becom e very m uch like “loving children”
for many teacher education students and faculty— a slogan w ith a very high positive
connotation and relatively little commonly agreed-on descriptive meaning
(Norlander-Case et al.). Valli (1992, 1993a) provides a fram ework for untangling the
meaning o f reflective practice in teacher preparation programs. She argues that
reflection can be conceptualized as two independently varying dim ensions o f
teaching: nonreflective to reflective and technical to ethical/critical. Figure 1
provides a visual representation o f Valli's dim ensions o f teaching and reflection as
they intersect with four approaches to teacher preparation.
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TECHNICAL

Skill
development

Practical
decision making

NON
REFLECTIVE

REFLECTIVE

Inculcation,
Indoctrination

Critical, moral
reflection

ETHICAL/CRITICAL

Figure 1. Four images o f teacher preparation (Valli, 1993).

The first quadrant combines a nonreflective approach to technical preparation
and generates an image o f teaching or teacher education as skill development. In the
second quadrant, the focus is still on technical preparation, but this occurs in a
reflective context. The result is an emphasis on practical decision making. The third
quadrant captures approaches that depart from the traditional em phasis on technical
preparation. Instead, these would focus on moral, ethical, and social aspects o f
teaching, but in a nonreflective manner. For that reason, the approach w ould have to
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be labeled inculcation or indoctrination. The fourth quadrant again em phasizes the
social and moral aspects o f teaching, but this time reflectively. The m etaphor for
teaching in this approach would be critical or moral reflection. Valli (1993a)
suggests that this last approach is the most justifiable and holds the greatest promise
as a viable image o f teaching, but, she stresses, it m ust be integrated with others to
provide com prehensive preparation for teachers.

Skill Development

Often referred to as competency- or perform ance-based m odels, programs
which foster skill developm ent are based on positivistic epistem ology and behavioral
psychology and em phasize the development o f specific and observable skills o f
teaching which are assumed to be related to pupil learning. The goals o f such
programs, according to Zeichner (1996), are to transm it those principles and
procedures that form a scientific basis for teaching and to help prospective teachers
master knowledge and skills so that they are proficient in basic teaching tasks
(Feim an-Nemser, 1990). Barnes (1987) cautions that graduates o f skill-oriented
programs are likely to develop and maintain a restricted view o f them selves as
teachers and m ight later resist more critical forms o f thinking.

Practical Decision M aking

In the next quadrant, teachers are reflective decision m akers. They analyze
their own activity and the consequences o f those actions, but only within the bounds
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of pre-established goals. The assumption is that reflection on experience provides
useful insights for the im provement o f teaching. Reflection is im plicitly defined as
the retrospective com parison o f the effectiveness o f different teaching strategies.
Program s that emphasize practical decision m aking fall into what has been
called the small arena o f the problematic (Tom, 1996). Decisions made within that
relatively narrow scope o f inquiry include matters o f instruction, instructional
design, individual differences, group processes and dynam ics, student motivation,
discipline, and classroom organization. Besides a practical decision maker, this type
o f teacher could be called self-analytic, problem solver, hypothesis maker, self
monitoring, or adaptive (Tom, 1996). These teachers attem pt to make sense out o f
phenom ena they find puzzling or perplexing (Grim m itt, M acK innon, Erickson, &
Riecken, 1990). They question classroom phenom ena which technical teachers
would take for granted, choose among alternative ways o f fram ing problem s and
dilemmas, and assume responsibility for those choices (Ross, 1989; Schon, 1983).
These teachers are not merely skilled in routines. They do not simply follow habit,
example, or tradition. Rather, in D ew ey’s words, they are thoughtful about theories
and principles o f education (Dewey, 1933).
Valli (1993a) argues that the lim itation o f this approach to reflection and the
reason it does not function as a comprehensive image o f teaching is that it leaves the
goals, social context, and often even the curriculum content o f education
unexamined. In this approach, reflection is viewed as an end in itself rather than a
means tow ard the developm ent o f ethical judgm ents, strategic actions, and the
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realization o f ethically im portant ends (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). In its most
extreme version, this approach communicates that the role o f the teacher is to accept
educational goals and social structures as they exist, that a teacher’s sole function is
to manage instructional resources in the most effective way possible to meet takenfor-granted goals. But by taking goals for granted, teachers becom e mere
instruments o f preserving current social arrangements.

Indoctrination

A third possible orientation to teacher education is that o f indoctrination,
strongly, but not reflectively, promoting a belief system about teaching. In the late
1960s, C. W right M ills argued that there are three types o f believers: vulgar,
sophisticated, and critical. V ulgar believers operate only w ith stereotypes and
slogans. They have no interest in listening to opposing argum ents or even in
analyzing their own beliefs. Sophisticated believers are interested in knowing
opposing points o f view, but only for the purpose o f refuting them. They are still not
open to the possibility that their own belief system m ight be flawed, based on
inadequate evidence or illogical arguments. Their concern is only in furthering their
own point o f view.
Teachers and teacher educators who are vulgar or sophisticated believers
would hold fast to certain positions. These positions could range from things like
promoting direct instruction, assertive discipline, or creationist science to
denouncing all tracking systems. These believers can range from ultraright to
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ultraleft to m ainstream in political views. What they have in com m on is a lack o f
openness to modifying a position and considering alternatives or sources o f
evidence. They have closed worldviews which they attem pt to im pose on others.
Indoctrination, according to Valli (1993a), is so contrary to ideals about
liberal education in a dem ocratic society that it is difficult to im agine teacher
education prom oting it.

Moral Reflection

In contrast to vulgar and sophisticated believers, Valli (1993a) describes
critical believers. These believers are willing to enter sym pathetically into opposing
points o f view because they can recognize weaknesses in their own. They learn from
criticism and understand that a belief system needs to be refined by a fuller and
richer consideration o f available evidence and reasoning. A pproaches to teaching
that em body this vision are called moral reflection. Three variations o f moral
reflection are the deliberative, the relational, and the critical (Valli, 1990). Each is
concerned with helping prospective teachers reflect on the moral aspects o f teaching
and assumes that educational decisions are inevitably based on beliefs, however tacit,
about w hat is good or desirable.
The deliberative approach encourages thoughtful consideration o f educational
issues. Prospective teachers are made aware o f and reflect upon the ethical decisions
implicit in ordinary classroom instruction and analyze the purposes o f schooling and
the political and moral choices im plicit in routine teaching decisions (Valli, 1993a).
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In N oddings’s view (1984), the teacher is a caretaker whose jo b it is to reflectively
apprehend the reality o f the student, the cared for. This type o f m oral reflection,
according to Valli (1993a), in which the focus is on the whole student, stands in stark
contrast to reflecting on teacher effectiveness research, w here the focus is on discrete
teacher behaviors within predetermined ends.

Critical Reflection and Transformative Learning

Jack M ezirow (1990) examines the process o f reflection in relation to the
adult learner. In Fostering Critical Reflection in A dulthood: A guide to
Transformative and Em ancipatory Learning (1990), M ezirow posits that learning in
adulthood is often confined to preserving traditional ways o f know ing and
perpetuating them by socializing the young. He contends that traditional sources o f
authority are often unchallenged and become sources o f “solace and security” (p.
xiii). This is especially true for teachers. The literature in teacher preparation often
refers to cultural myths (Britzman, 1991) that teachers bring w ith them into the
classroom. These “cultural m yths” frequently act as barriers to acquiring new
knowledge and developing fresh perspectives about teaching and learning, especially
for new and beginning teachers. These experiences have inform ed the prospective
teacher about notions o f good teaching that are extremely resistant to change
(Britzman, 1991).

Critical reflection, according to M ezirow (1990), involves a

critique o f the presuppositions on which our beliefs have been built. M ezirow defines
learning as the process o f making a new or revised interpretation o f the meaning of
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an experience. The newly acquired meaning, he asserts, then guides subsequent
understanding, appreciation, and action. M ezirow suggests that what we perceive
and fail to perceive, what we think and fail to think, are pow erfully influenced by
habits o f expectation that constitute our frame o f reference, that is, “a set o f
assumptions that structure the way we interpret our experiences” (p. 1).,
M ezirow (1990) purports that perspective transform ation occurs in response
to an externally imposed disorienting dilemma. He suggests that anom alies and
dilemmas o f which old ways o f knowing cannot make sense becom e catalysts or
trigger events that precipitate critical reflection and transform ations. Teachers, and
especially student teachers, are faced with hundreds o f decisions daily that need a
response. M any o f these decisions do not have clear-cut answers. Resolution is
determined by the way in w hich the teacher or student teacher perceives the dilemma
inherent in the incident. M ezirow defines perspectives as being made up o f higher
order schem ata and beliefs. Meaning perspectives, he contends, refer to the structure
o f assumptions within w hich new experience is assim ilated and transform ed by one’s
past experience during the process o f interpretation. He em phasizes that
perspectives involve the application o f habits o f expectation to objects or events to
form an interpretation or ascribe meaning. Habits o f expectation are linked to prior
experiences and, depending on the intensity o f the experiences, the habits will be
more or less em bedded and resistant to change. M ezirow refers to personal critical
reflection as the process necessary to m ediate the tension derived when expectation
is not fulfilled in the experience. Becoming critically aware involves challenging our
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established and habitual patterns o f expectation. M ezirow refers to this type of
critical reflection on our presuppositions as transform ative learning that may involve
correcting distorted assumptions from prior learning. Britzm an (1991), Dewey
(1933), Schon (1987), Valli (1993a, 1997), Van M anen (1977), and others who
examine the nature o f learning to teach also contend that teachers’ im plicit beliefs
about teaching stem from their own lived experiences in classroom s and support the
notion that reflection is a vehicle for change.

The Effect o f Reflection on Practice

Ultimately, the value o f reflection lies in its effect on practice. Empirical and
theoretical perspectives inform the literature surrounding the value o f reflection.

Empirical Perspectives

Crowe (2003) conducted a study that highlighted the thinking o f prospective
teachers as they learned about teaching during their first experiences in a classroom.
The results o f her study indicated that the use o f reflective thinking in confronting,
identifying, and solving ill-structured problems was at the heart o f the learning-toteach process. Crow em ployed a qualitative study involving cases o f three students
enrolled in a m aster’s-degree-level internship program and who had no formal
classroom teaching experience. Crowe referred to the catalyst that triggered
reflective thinking in her students. For two students, the catalyst was the dissonance
caused between expectation and lived experience. For the other student, the catalyst
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appeared to be her own metacognitive abilities and value for explicit reflection that
seemed to continue to drive her reflective thinking. Her study revealed that the
relationship between reflective thinking and learning to teach could be described as a
dynamic, problem -centered intellectual experience o f learning from experience.
Crowe discovered that when problem solving, her students drew from their attitudes,
knowledge (including beliefs), and previous experiences to identify and attempt to
solve the problem. Their reflective thinking involved both im plicit and explicit
reflection that helped them learn from experience. The reflective thinking processes
reported by Crowe appeared to parallel the complex thinking processes and learning
from experience that Dewey (1933), Van M anen (1977), and Schon (1983) described
when they wrote about reflective thinking. The thinking exhibited by the prospective
teachers was consistent with that reported in more recent works on the connection
between reflective thinking and learning to teach (e.g., LaBoskey, 1994; Loughran,
1996).
This study showed that the student teachers followed som ew hat similar
patterns in their reflective thinking about their teaching. In particular, the stories
provide exam ples o f how the prospective teachers 1) were often surprised by the
problem (resulting in frustration at times), 2) tried to understand the problem or
problems (sometimes the problem was the surprise itself), 3) devised possible
solutions to the problem or problems, 4) tried these solutions, 5) m ade judgm ents
about the effectiveness o f the solutions, and 6) recycled through these steps as
needed. Crowe concluded that as the student teachers proceeded through this process
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o f reflection, they learned about teaching from their practice o f teaching and their
reflective thinking.
The results o f a study by LaBoskey (1994) on the developm ent o f practice o f
preservice teachers supported the position that initial reflectivity is resistant to
change. LaBoskey found that students fell into two categories, alert novices and
com monsense thinkers. The alert novices were more likely than the com monsense
thinkers to be guided by a strong belief, e.g., the need for active learning and
personal interpretation on the part o f students, w hich often served as a powerful
impetus for reflection. The two groups could also be differentiated by the nature o f
the questions they asked. Alert novices tended to ask “w hy” questions - “ W hy am I
doing what I am doing?” whereas the com m onsense thinkers tended to ask “how to”
or “what w orks” questions. In addition, results seemed to indicate that h alf o f the
common-sense thinkers were unreflective because o f a cognitive inability and the
other h alf because o f an emotional interference. Thus, both ability and attitude
appear to be necessary for reflective thinking.
The results o f LaB oskey’s study further suggest that reflectivity does not only
entail an intelligent processing ability, it also includes a propensity for engaging in
these reasoning activities. The evidence tends to support D ew ey’s proposal (1933)
that the attitudes o f open-mindedness, responsibility and w holeheartedness are
integral to reflective action. The alert novice seems to be driven by a will to know.
According to LaBoskey, “They are always on the lookout for som ething ‘better’”
(p.32). LaBoskey suggests that the beliefs and attitudes o f the com m onsense
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thinkers may be due to an absence o f passionate creeds or to the asking o f what
works rather than why questions. Other evidence suggested that interfering attitudes
and em otions may also be operating. This study supported the position o f other
researchers on teacher reflection that the reflective process is a com plex one in which
both feelings and cognition are closely interrelated and interactive. The source o f
reflection LaBoskey discovered was often the occurrence o f an external
environm ental event the person could not control or did not understand. The purpose
o f the reflection was then to regain control o f the situation or to better comprehend
an issue.
Calderhead and Gates (1993) edited a selection o f papers on reflective
teaching that exam ined the nature o f reflection in teachers’ professional development
and to consider its contribution to the ongoing developm ent o f teachers. A summary
o f the articles identifies the distinctive and com plex nature o f the reflection involved
in learning to teach. Calderhead and Gates contend that reflection in teacher
education involves values, attitudes, and beliefs, as well as cognitive skills. They
assert that the processes o f learning to teach, focused as they are on the analysis and
development o f experience, may be in marked contrast to the academ ic learning to
which student teachers may have been more accustomed.
A second com mon feature emerging from the papers is that there appears to
be a developm ental process in becoming reflective. A third feature em phasized is
that we m ay frequently have overly high expectations for the achievem ents o f
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student teachers. Changes in student teachers’ and even experienced teachers’ levels
o f reflection appear to occur only over fairly lengthy periods o f time.
A danger raised by some o f the papers is that o f m aking reflection too
process oriented. Reflection for its own sake may be unconstructive and even
debilitating. Finally, the studies reported repeatedly em phasize the role o f the
mentor, teacher educator, or change agent.
Collectively, they point towards a view o f professional grow th which
recognizes teaching as a complex activity that is highly dem anding both cognitively
and affectively and is a process o f continuous developm ent in w hich teachers
themselves have a high personal, as well as professional, investm ent, working as
they do in a context o f powerful ideological and physical constraints. It is through a
greater understanding o f this professional growth through reflection that many
researchers, teacher educators, and teachers are currently seeking to improve the
quality o f education in our schools.
Calderhead and Gates (1993) suggest that the current enthusiasm for
reflective teaching may be partly explained in term s o f an attem pt to understand
more fully what is distinctive about teachers’ professional developm ent and to come
to terms with its complexity. They contend that teacher education programs based
on notions o f reflective practice frequently espouse one or m ore o f the following
aims:
•
•

To enable teachers to analyze, discuss, evaluate, and change their own
practice, adopting an analytical approach tow ards teaching;
To foster teachers’ appreciation o f the social and political contexts in which
they work, helping teachers to recognize that teaching is socially and
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•

•
•

•

politically situated, and that the teacher’s task involves an appreciation and
analysis o f that context;
To enable teachers to appraise the moral and ethical issues im plicit in
classroom practices, including the critical exam ination o f their own beliefs
about good teaching;
To encourage teachers to take greater responsibility for their own
professional growth and to acquire some degree o f professional autonomy;
To facilitate teachers’ developm ent o f their own theories o f educational
practice, understanding and developing a principled basis for their own
classroom work;
To em power teachers so that they m ay better influence future directions in
education and take a more active role in educational decision making.
(Calderhead & Gates, 1993, p. 2)
From the diverse conceptualizations o f reflective teacher education,

Calderhead and Gates (1993) speak o f the agreement am ong teacher educators o f the
difficulty o f putting ideas about reflective teaching into practice. They articulate nine
provocative dilemmas for teacher educators and cite the m any issues they believe are
required to be addressed in exam ining the role and potential o f reflective teaching.
The dilem m as are listed below:
1. W hat is the process o f growth in developing reflection? Do student teachers
go through a phase o f developing talcen-for-granted routines before they are
in a position to analyze and critically evaluate them ? W hat do we do to
prepare students for reflection?
2. W hat is the relationship between personal know ledge and public knowledge?
In what ways can we attempt to integrate the know ledge that grows from
reflection on practice with other knowledge, such as theoretical knowledge
and empirical research evidence, that we deem to be o f value in teacher
education?
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3. How do we accommodate professional grow th and em ancipation? H ow does
one reconcile the aim o f developing particular areas o f know ledge, skill, and
attitudes with the aim o f encouraging autonom y and professional
responsibility?
4. How do we accommodate reflective practice in schools?
5. How do we reconcile concerns with assessm ent with concerns for reflection?
If student teachers know they are to be assessed by their tutors or supervising
teachers, they may be much more reluctant to confide in them and discuss
their concerns and difficulties openly.
6. How do we cater to individual differences in learning to teach? H ow do we
take into account these differences in a reflective teacher education program ?
7. W hat can be reasonably expected o f student teachers during the course o f a
preservice program and what is only feasible in the m uch longer term, after
considerable experience in the classroom and further inservice support?
8. W hat consideration do we have do give to the teaching context?
9. To what extent is reflection an individual or collective pursuit? Are reflective
teaching program s more appropriately directed to groups o f inservice
teachers in schools where sustained professional support is more feasible?
The questions posed by Calderhead and Gates (1993) clearly reflect sim ilar questions
posed by other researchers in regard to reflection and teacher education programs.
Finally, an empirical study conducted by Deborah Britzm an (1991) highlights
the lived experiences o f two student teachers and offers a com pelling view o f teacher
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education, particularly from the point o f view o f student teachers. B ritzm an studied
the phenom enon o f student teaching through a psychological lens that critically
exam ined the process o f learning how to teach. H er analysis reveals some o f the
tensions, contradictions, and dilemmas that make the w orld o f student teaching so
problematic. Britzm an poses the question, “W hat does learning to teach do and mean
to student teachers and those involved in the practice o f teaching?” (p. 2). The study
explored how teacher identity is constructed in the context o f learning to teach. In
pursuing an understanding o f the construction o f teacher identity, B ritzm an exposed
the need to develop what she terms a double consciousness o f persons and o f places,
relating those involved in the practice o f teaching to the history, m ythology, and
culture o f the institutions framing their work. B ritzm an argues that the story o f
learning to teach begins much earlier than the tim e one first decides to becom e a
teacher. She suggests that the mass experience o f public education has made teaching
one o f the m ost fam iliar professions in this culture. This familiarity, Britzman
asserts, is laden with stereotypical images o f teachers and superficial images o f
teaching. This fam iliarity becomes the material, then, for cultural myths about
teaching.
Cultural myths, according to Britzman, may bear upon the expectations,
desires, and investments one brings to and constructs during the process o f becoming
a teacher. She suggests that student teachers are sum m oned by cultural myths - a
language for describing who they m ight becom e and what they should desire - and
through these myths, they recognize themselves as a teacher or feel as if they do not
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possess what it takes to become one. Britzman identifies three cultural myths that
inform the notion o f the good teacher. The first, “Everything Depends on the
Teacher,” implies a pow er struggle that is predicated upon the institutional
expectation that teachers individually control their classes. This m yth presum es that
learning is synonymous with control. Additionally, according to Britzman, outside
aid in controlling the class is perceived as a sign o f professional incompetency. She
suggests that teachers tend to judge themselves, and others tend to judge them, on the
basis o f their success with classroom control. The pressure o f having student learning
as a product o f social control is especially problem atic for the student teacher, who is
engaged in her or his own process o f learning while com ing to term s with the
contradictory effects o f social control.
The second cultural m yth presented by Britzm an is “The Teacher as Expert.”
This myth has the potential to cause even more stress for the student o f teaching as
two fears are collapsed into one: knowing how to teach and know ing everything
there is to know about the material. Britzman suggests that the fear and anxiety
rooted in not knowing what to do force the student teacher to look to teaching
methods as the source rather than the effect o f pedagogy. She em phasizes that this
socialized expectation, that methods can be applied like recipes, cannot
accommodate the fact that m ethodology always means more than m ere application.
The second fear, never know ing enough to teach, expresses the larger cultural
expectation that teachers be certain in their knowledge and that know ledge expresses
certainty. Britzman highlights this myth as problem atic because student teachers
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dwell in two uncertain worlds: they are being educated as a student while educating
others as a teacher. The student teachers in B ritzm an’s study felt the pressure to
know and the corresponding guilt in not knowing. She suggests that they were
prevented from attending to the deeper epistemological issues— about the
construction o f knowledge and the values and interests that inhere in knowledge.
The construct o f the teacher as expert also tended to produce the image o f the
teacher as an autonomous individual and as the source o f knowledge. Knowledge as
possession, then, is knowledge that is not constructed through values, interests, and
ideology. Becom ing an expert, Britzman asserts, becomes the key to controlling
knowledge and imposing it on students as a means o f control.
The third cultural myth proposed by Britzman, “Teachers are Self-M ade,”
supports the view that teachers form themselves and are born into the profession.
According to Britzman, this natural teacher som ehow possesses talent, intuition, and
common sense, all essential features o f the good teacher. The underlying assumption
of this myth “dim inishes reflection on how we come to know and on w hat it is we
draw upon and shut out in the practice o f pedagogy” (Britzman, 1991, p. 230). In the
supposedly self-made world o f the teacher, Britzm an offers a com pelling argument
that pedagogy is then positioned as a product o f one’s personality and therefore is
replaced by teaching style. This teaching style, viewed as an extension o f one’s
personality, functions to distinguish one teacher from the next and is valued as an
important source o f one’s individuality. Britzm an cautions that the concept o f
teaching style, even prom oted by teacher education programs, engenders the
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assumption that teaching style m etam orphoses into knowledge. Teaching style
becomes like something you try on until the right one is found. However, valuing
teaching style over pedagogy ignores both the social basis o f pedagogy and the
institutional pressure for teachers to exert social control. In conclusion, Britzman
asserts that the m yth that teachers are self-made serves to cloak the social
relationships and the context o f school structure by exaggerating personal autonomy.
B ritzm an raised questions important for teacher education and challenged
teacher educators to explore the dynamics o f pow er and desire in learning to teach
and how biography influences experience.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has explored perspectives on reflection in term s o f policy, the
nature o f reflection, and types or levels o f reflection. Reflecting on what we do is
essential to the developm ent o f professional judgm ent (Tripp, 1993), but unless our
reflection involves some form o f challenge to and critique o f our professional values
and ourselves, we tend to simply reinforce existing patterns and tendencies. The
problem is, according to Valli (1997), that reflection does not take place in a social
and psychological vacuum. The literature on reflection suggests that reflection is
always inform ed by a view o f the world which is created by our culture, values, and
experiences. Schon (1987) suggests that reflection forms a circularity that reinforces
our existing view o f the world: “We construct our world through reflection, but how
and on what we reflect is largely determined by our existing w orld-view .” (p. 28). It
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is this tendency which means that we have to do something other than m erely reflect
upon our practice to change it or view it differently. Schon (1987), Tripp (1993),
and others suggest we first must change our aw areness through deliberately setting
out to view the world o f our practice in new ways. In other words, to develop our
professional judgm ent, we have to m ove beyond our everyday w orking way o f
looking at things. This study is about how critical incidents can help us to do so.
The research design for this exploration is described in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3
M ETHODOLOGY

This chapter includes a description o f the purpose o f the study, the questions
and design o f the study, participants and procedures for participant selection, and the
procedures for data collection and analysis. This chapter also contains a discussion
of the critical incident technique.
Before this study was formally conducted, I conducted two separate inquiries
to ascertain how student teachers characterize the concept o f reflection. The first
exploration was conducted during the second week o f a 16-week student teaching
experience. A group o f 11 senior student teachers and one clinical supervisor were
asked to define reflection. The primary purpose was to gather inform ation about the
way student teachers and their supervisors characterize reflection. I met with the
group at a regularly scheduled seminar meeting early in the semester. I introduced
m yself to the student teachers as another clinical supervisor and explained that I was
interested in know ing how they defined the concept o f reflection. I asked them to
write their definition on a piece o f paper and turn it in to me before the conclusion o f
the sem inar session.
Data from this effort provided initial inform ation about the diverse
perspectives student teachers and clinical supervisors have in regard to reflection.
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The results from this data led to a second inquiry that involved 12 student teachers
who were more than halfway through their student teaching experience. This second
inquiry was an im prom ptu response to a heated discussion my students were having
during one o f our seminars. The students were engrossed in a shared educational
dilemma about issues involving English language learners in their classrooms. As the
discussion subsided, I took the opportunity to ask the students to describe their
thought processes as they debated. Through their verbal descriptions, I became
aware that they were engaged in reflective thought. W ithout elaborating, I asked
them to take out a piece o f paper and write their definition o f reflection. This group
provided richer definitions o f reflection than the initial group o f students who were
not im m ediately engaged in reflective thought. This data stim ulated me to further
investigate the concept o f reflection and develop a study that w ould better define
how student teachers characterize the process o f reflection.

Purpose o f the Study

The purpose o f this study was to describe critical incidents identified by
teacher candidates as they reflected on their final student teaching experience and the
types and levels o f reflection engendered by those critical incidents. The
abovem entioned background research established a foundation o f know ledge about
student teacher reflection. In addition, it fostered the developm ent o f the research
problem statem ent and research questions.
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Berlack and Berlack (1981) define reflection as “the ability to stand apart
from the self, and to critically examine one’s actions and the context o f those actions
for the purpose o f a consciously driven mode o f professional activity” (p. 3).
Berlack and B erlack’s definition refers to personal reflection or reflection on self.
Since this study asked student teachers to possibly reflect on the actions o f another or
themselves, I expanded this definition o f reflection to include the ability to stand
apart from the self or another. Thus, for purposes o f this study, reflection was
defined as the process o f critically examining one’s actions or the actions o f another
and the context o f those actions for the purpose o f consciously determining
professional activity.

Research Questions

The specific research questions that were addressed include:
•

W hat is the nature o f critical incidents described by teacher candidates?

•

H ow do teacher candidates reflect on a critical incident?

Research Design

This research project attempted to discover new inform ation about how
preservice teachers conceptualize and engage in reflection. The questions generated
from this study required an interpretive lens and strategies o f inquiry inherent in
qualitative research. Qualitative research is a set o f interpretive practices that favors
no single m ethodology over another (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Researching a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

65
cognitive process such as reflective activity required that I capture a point o f view.
Consequently, this study incorporates perspectives from phenom enology and the
critical incident technique in designing this study.
This study adapted an inductive phenom enological approach (D enzin &
Lincoln, 1998). In describing a phenom enological approach, D enzin and Lincoln
(1998) refer to Schutz (W agner, 1970), who took up H usserl’s interest in the ways in
which ordinary m em bers o f society constitute and reconstitute the w orld o f everyday
life. Schutz, according to Denzin and Lincoln (1998), exam ined the com monsense
knowledge and practical reasoning members o f society use to objectify its social
forms. In other words, Schutz noted that “an individual approaches the life world
with a ‘stock o f know ledge’ composed o f com mon-sense constructs and categories
that are social in origin” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 139). These images, theories,
ideas, values, and attitudes, according to Schutz, are applied to aspects o f experience,
making them m eaningful. Schutz argued that the social sciences should focus on the
ways that the life-world - that is, the experiential w orld every person takes for
granted - is produced and experienced by members. D enzin and Lincoln assert that
Schutz’s ideas are grounded in the subjective that interprets and explains human
action and thought. This study is concerned with a theory o f action (Schon, 1983,
1987) and the way in which action, and in this case the action o f reflection, was
interpreted and made meaningful by the study’s participants. A nalysis centers on the
properties o f practical reasoning and how interpretation o f a phenom enon is made
visible through participants’ descriptions.
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Insight derived from the descriptions o f a teaching/learning incident and the
reflections on that incident requires the exam ination o f the lived experience from a
phenom enological perspective. W hat is to be discovered is the experience o f
individuals through their own words. The m ethod chosen to elicit qualitative data in
this study, the critical incident technique, was selected for its utility in determining
the essential requirem ents o f an activity. The use o f critical incidents in qualitative
research is described in the following paragraphs.

Critical Incidents

Lorette W oolsey (1986) indicates that the critical incident technique is an
exploratory qualitative m ethod o f research that has been shown to be both reliable
and valid in generating a comprehensive and detailed description o f a content
domain. “The critical incident technique basically consists o f asking eyewitness
observers for factual accounts o f behaviors (their own or others’) w hich significantly
contribute to a specified outcome. The emphasis is on incidents (things which
actually happened and were directly observed) which are critical (things which
significantly affected the outcome)” (Woolsey, 1986, p. 242). Redm ann, Lambrecht
and Stitt-Gohdes (2000) expand on this definition by stating that the critical incident
technique is an effective qualitative approach that can be used to obtain “an in-depth
analytical description o f an intact cultural scene”(p. 137). Thuynsm a (2001)
suggests a critical incident is an incident, or turning point, that results in changes in
the observer’s perceptions o f effectiveness or success.
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The critical incident technique grew out o f studies by John Flanagan and his
colleagues in the A viation Psychology Program o f the U nited States A rm y Air Force
in World W ar II. The technique was developed over an extensive period o f time
during the 1940s and 1950s in the search for the developm ent o f procedures for the
selection and classification o f aircrews (Flanagan, 1954). Flanagan developed the
critical incident technique in order to identify effective pilot perform ance. The .
technique consists o f a set o f simple interview procedures for collecting information
from people about their direct observations o f their ow n or others’ behavior.
Flanagan (1954) defines an incident as “any observable hum an activity that is
sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about
the person perform ing the act” (p. 327). To be critical, Flanagan contends an
incident must occur in a situation where the purpose or intent o f the act seems fairly
clear to the observer and “where its consequences are sufficiently definite to leave
little doubt to concerning its effects” (p. 327). A m ajor advantage to the use o f the
critical incident technique is the fact that the critical incident focuses on actual
behaviors in which the purpose and consequences o f the behaviors are clear.
In recent years, the technique has found its w ay into the literature on assisted
adult library learning, developing professional judgm ents in teaching (Tripp, 1993),
in fostering reflection and learning in human resource developm ent (Preskill, 1996),
a com parative study between American and Japanese student teachers (Morey,
Nakazawa, & Colvin, 1997), supervision in counselor developm ent (Dinas, 1996), an
exam ination o f student experiences in multicultural training (Coleman, 2003), caring
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in teaching (Thuynsma, 2001), leadership (Browne, 2003), and learning
com m unication and interpersonal skills (Plack, 2003),
In his book, Critical Incidents in Teaching: D eveloping Professional
Judgem ent, Tripp (1993) suggests that like all data, critical incidents are created.
Tripp em phasized that incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the
way we look at a situation. A critical incident is an interpretation o f the significance
of an event. To take something as a critical incident, Tripp asserts, is a value
judgm ent we make and the basis o f that judgm ent is the significance we attach to the
meaning o f the incident. What is to be discovered is the experience o f individuals in
specific incidents through the evidence o f their own words.
Tripp (1993) suggests two stages to the creation o f a critical incident. First,
some phenom enon is observed and noted, which then produces a description o f what
happened. This could be called the production o f an incident, which can then be
explained. The critical incident is created by seeing the incident as an example o f a
category in a wider, usually social, context. The second stage is that o f the analysis
o f the critical incident. The vast majority o f critical incidents, according to Tripp, are
not at all dram atic or obvious. They are mostly straightforward accounts o f very
commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice w hich are critical in
that they are indicative o f underlying trends, motives, and structures. “These
incidents appear to be typical rather than critical at first sight, but are rendered
critical through analysis” (p. 24). Brookfield (1995) suggests that analyzing a
critical incident is very m uch like looking through the lens o f a camera. The image
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is either panoram ic or the photographer zooms in on a detailed aspect o f the image.
Tripp pointed out that everything that happens is a potential critical incident.
However, because critical incidents should question the way things norm ally operate,
those that deal with the m inutia o f routine practices are therefore m ore common.
Tripp (1993) asserts that the analysis o f critical incidents tends to produce an
approach to classroom teaching that can be term ed interpretative. He states, “This
term [interpretative] is to emphasize that professional judgm ent is based upon
analysis o f our ideas o f the meaning o f the incidents rather than on our experience o f
the incidents them selves” (p. 28). In fact, Tripp states, interpretation is essential to
professional practice because it always comes betw een observation and action.
This qualitative study investigated personal constructs o f lived experience by
seven student teachers in their final two weeks o f student teaching. In order to
construct insight into their experiences, it was necessary to becom e im mersed in the
participants’ lived experiences. This was accom plished through interview s conducted
in the field. This study asked participants to describe a com mon event in their
teaching lives that seemed significant or critical upon exam ination. The primary data
source was participants’ descriptions o f critical incidents that occurred during the
student teaching experience, with interviews and field notes based on those critical
incidents. Each candidate was asked to describe a teaching/learning incident. All
the reported incidents depict events that typically represent com m on occurrences in a
teacher’s day. Three students described incidents involving classroom or school
rules, three students described incidents involving planning and preparation, and one
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student described an incident in regard to parent involvement. All critical incidents
were stories o f events that challenged teacher candidates’ perceptions o f their
professional knowledge, practice or beliefs. In each case, the incident became
critical based on how the incident was described, analyzed, and reflected upon by the
student.

Critical Incidents and Reflection

Critical incidents were used in this study because it is a way to develop an
understanding o f professional judgm ent. Tripp (1993) describes critical incidents as
being mostly straightforward accounts o f very com m onplace events that occur in
routine professional practice which are critical in the rather different sense that they
are indicative o f underlying trends, motives and structures. These incidents appear
to be typical rather than critical at first sight but are rendered critical through analysis
and reflection. Using critical incidents as a data tool fit well into this qualitative
research study because a central characteristic o f qualitative research is that
individuals construct reality in interaction with their social worlds (M erriam &
Associates 2002). From phenom enology, M erriam suggests, comes the idea that
people interpret everyday experiences from the perspective o f the m eaning they have
for them. This study sought to develop insight into the meaning o f a typical teaching
event as reflected on by the participants through the description o f a critical incident.
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The study included collecting data surrounding specific facets o f the critical
incident in order to understand the reflective process. These facets included and
became part o f the questions asked during the interview:
•

student teachers’ descriptions o f a teaching/learning incident,

•

student teachers’ descriptions o f the consequences o f the incident,

•

student teachers’ descriptions o f the educational dilem m a perceived in the
incident,

•

student teachers’ descriptions o f their reaction to the incident,

•

student teachers’ perceptions o f their own learning in regard to the incident,

•

student teachers’ perceptions o f what their students learned in regard to the
incident, and

•

student teachers’ further thoughts or questions in regard to the incident.
Using the critical incident approach, this study engaged participants in

identifying and reflecting on a common everyday teaching incident in their student
teaching experience.

Participants

Because the critical incident technique is descriptive and exploratory and is
an exam ple o f qualitative methodology, sampling requirem ents were m uch less
stringent than for traditional methods o f research (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). In
qualitative research, a sample is selected purposefully to yield the m ost inform ation
about the phenom enon o f interest (M erriam & Associates, 2002). Student teachers
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who were at the end o f their student teaching experience w ere approached to be
participants. I felt that interviewing student teachers at the end o f their student
teaching experience would allow them to draw from the richest base o f experience
possible. I also wanted to allow the participants the opportunity to utilize all o f their
acquired know ledge and experience. By collecting data at the end o f their teacher
education program , I felt I would receive data that represented the participants’ most
informed understanding o f teaching and them selves as teachers. It was helpful to
gather relevant descriptive biographical data about the respondents, but these data
were used only descriptively.
The participants in this study comprised a small group o f student teachers in
an elem entary education program at a m idwestern state university. All participants
were in the final weeks o f a 16-week student teaching experience. This experience
concluded their requirements for graduation w ith a Bachelor o f Science degree in
Elementary Education.

Recruitment Process

Deciding upon participants was a matter o f design and convenience. The
student teachers were chosen partially because o f their proxim ity to the university. I
asked clinical supervisors for their permission to speak at one o f their seminars.
Four supervisors granted me permission. Having been a supervisor for ten years at
the university, I was fam iliar with the requirem ents and expectations supervisors had
for their students when in the field. I knew that reflection was peripherally addressed
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through the use o f w eekly reflection logs, but it was not form ally addressed or
specifically highlighted in the student teaching seminars. Instead, em phasis was
frequently placed on classroom management and teaching com petence, rather than
reflection as a construct. All four groups o f student teachers were exposed to similar
expectations from their supervisors; however, their clinical placem ents ranged from a
large m etropolitan district with high concentrations o f cultural and social diversity to
a district o f middle-class white- and blue-collar workers, to a district within a college
town, to a district that is being impacted by urban sprawl.

Description o f the Study Participants

In this study, the potential participants were adult respondents, all o f whom
were com pleting their student teaching semester at a large m idw estern university
located near a large city. Some student teachers were traditional college age and
others were nontraditional students who were returning to school to receive a second
bachelor’s degree or to complete their education after an absence. All the
participants were Caucasian and came from middle-class backgrounds. All were
elementary education majors. The students were recruited from four sections o f
student teachers through their university supervisor and asked to volunteer their
participation.
A rranging to m eet established groups o f student teachers was easy to
accomplish. I felt it w ould be more productive to speak to the students directly as
opposed to m ailing letters o f request to random groups o f students. This would allow
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me to thoroughly introduce the study and be available to answ er any questions, thus
saving time usually needed to mail letters, wait for responses, and then follow up
with students who have questions. I asked for volunteers to participate in this study
during my talk at each seminar. Students who were willing to participate signed up
with me the afternoon o f their seminar and provided their contact inform ation,
including their phone numbers, home addresses and e-mail addresses. The students
who signed up to participate received a follow-up thank you letter with instructions
and additional inform ation about the study. (The thank you letter can be found in
Appendix A.) Fifty-five student teachers were asked to participate, 28 student
teachers initially agreed to participate and 12 com pleted the study. (The Informed
Consent Form can be found in Appendix B). The hum an subjects data used in this
dissertation were collected without the required prior approval o f the N orthern
Illinois U niversity Institutional Review Board (IRB). U pon subsequent examination
o f the data collection, however, the IRB determined that it appears the subjects were
not harm ed by the study nor were their rights or welfare infringed upon. Since
Institutional Review Board approval had not been obtained prior to data collection, a
reconsenting procedure was followed, resulting in seven participants whose critical
incidents and reflections became the data set for the study. A portrait o f each
participant is included in Chapter 4.
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Participant Student Teaching Placem ents

The participants in this study were student teaching in various settings. Four
of the teacher candidate participants were random ly placed in a traditional student
teaching assignment. These student teachers had no previous experience with the
district or school in which they were placed. Student teachers at the university
traditionally choose a geographic location close to hom e to com plete their student
teaching experience.

Requests for placements were made to school districts by the

clinical office, nam es o f available teachers were subm itted from the district office to
the clinical office, and student teachers were m atched w ith a cooperating teacher
based on the student teacher’s geographical and grade-level preferences. No
consideration was given to matching a student teacher to a specific cooperating
teacher other than considering the student’s preference in grade level.
Three o f the teacher candidate participants, how ever, were in a student
teaching placem ent in a district that has had a long partnership with the university.
This relationship involved increased participation among the university methods
faculty, cooperating teachers and preclinical students, w hich resulted in some
preclinical students rem aining in the same classroom for student teaching, including
one o f this study’s participants. The partnership site is a suburban school district
located about 80 miles northwest o f a large m idw estern city. Demographically, it is
mostly white m iddle class to working class. Table 2 sum m arizes the demographic
profile o f the participants.
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Table 2
Demographic Profile o f Participants

Pseudonym

Gender

Race/Ethnicity

Grade

Tara

Female

Caucasian

2

Steve

Male

Caucasian

6

Joan

Female

Caucasian

7

Debbie

Caucasian

6

Matt

Female
(married)
Male

Caucasian

4

Charles

M ale

Caucasian

2

Janet

Female

Caucasian

4

Student teachers in both the traditional sites and the partnership site began
student teaching the first full week o f school at the beginning o f the semester and
continued for 16 full weeks. They participated in eight biw eekly seminars that
focused on classroom m anagem ent strategies, current trends and issues in education,
interviewing strategies, writing resumes and creating an interview portfolio. Specific
discussions about reflection or inquiry-based teaching were not part o f the seminar
objectives, except to have student teachers reflect on each w eek o f student teaching
through w eekly logs, and the reflections that happened during supervisor visits.

Data Collection

Data in this study centered on critical incidents as reported by the student
teacher participants. Both the critical incident and the participants’ reflections on the
critical incident during interviews were analyzed to address the research questions.
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Data were gathered at the end o f each o f three student teaching semesters.
Interviews, sometimes at school sites, were planned.
Contact was made with the university supervisor o f each site and perm ission
was sought to introduce the study during an after-school seminar. The aim o f the
study and instructions were conveyed at a clinical sem inar and student teachers were
encouraged to ask questions about anything that was unclear. All participants
received the same instructions and form for writing their critical incidents. (See
Appendices A and C). While explaining the study, I was careful not to direct the
students one way or another, so as not to influence their choice o f an incident.
However, the participants were encouraged to give as m uch detail as possible. The
students took the critical incident form with them and were encouraged to respond
back to me via e-mail within two weeks. It was determ ined that all students had
access to e-mail. Using e-mail is time efficient for all concerned and allows for
greater accuracy in reading the student’s descriptions com pared to a handwritten
account. Four o f the participants e-mailed a w ritten critical incident form. The
remaining three participants did not submit a written account o f their critical incident
but described the critical incident they had selected during the initial portion o f
individual interviews. Data analysis was confined to the interview descriptions o f
the critical incidents and the reflections on those incidents during the interviews.
More about data analysis will be found in the section on D ata Analysis.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

78
Individual Interviews

Interviews play a central role in the data collection in a qualitative study.
While I was open to new information spontaneously presented at the interview,
questions were aimed at clarifying the descriptions o f a critical incident, rather than
eliciting new information. In this vein, questions and com m ents were restricted to
requests for clarification or elaboration o f what the participant had written or said
(Kvale, 1996). Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim.
According to Kvale (1996), the purpose o f a qualitative research interview is
to describe and understand the central themes com posing the participant’s
experience. As the researcher I sought to accurately describe and understand the
meaning attributed to these central themes by listening intensely to the participant’s
descriptions and meanings, formulating the im plicit message, and then sending it
back to the participant for confirm ation or disconfirm ation (Kvale, 1996).
The prim ary means o f data collection were audiotaped (transcribed
verbatim), semi-structured interviews that lasted from one hour to one and a half
hours. Even though I had explained the aim o f the study when I spoke to the
students at their seminar earlier in the semester, I took about five to ten minutes at
the beginning o f the interview to explain again why I was interested in the topic. Due
to time constraints, I purposefully kept this conversation to a minimum . However, I
wanted to develop a rapport with the participants by sharing som e o f m y background
and initiate an opportunity for the participants and me to find some com mon ground.
I then began the interviews by having the participants introduce them selves and
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describe their student teaching placement. I was attem pting to avoid what M erriam
and Associates (2002) and others refer to as “othering” the participants: gathering
personal data from participants while giving none about myself. I also gave the
participants the opportunity to ask me questions if they so desired.
Interviews focused on participants’ description o f a critical incident in
teaching. The interviews were constructed to elicit various dim ensions o f student
teachers' reflection o f the incident and focused on their ow n thinking processes in
regard to the incident. In the interview, each student teacher was asked to think
about a fam iliar teaching/learning incident that they either observed or were directly
involved with. Each student teacher was asked to subm it a w ritten description o f the
critical incident before the interview, and during the interview they were asked to
restate the incident or initially describe the incident if they had not subm itted a
written description prior to the interview. All participants were encouraged to think
aloud and given time to elaborate if they chose. The guide from the critical incident
form the students used for their written descriptions was used in the interviews as a
prompt. As the interview unfolded, I gave students the opportunity to elaborate on
each question as they saw fit, not wanting to direct their thinking in one way or
another. This allowed the students to speak more freely and not feel constrained by
the nature o f the questions being asked. This strategy also provided richer
descriptions than the descriptions that were provided in their w ritten reflections.
Because the written reflections were less detailed and m ore constrained by the
questions asked, I did not formally use data from the w ritten reflections during
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analysis. However, I did refer to each o f them during analysis looking for
congruence in regard to how the participants described their critical incidents. O f the
four w ritten exam ples I received before the interview, all o f them were congruent
with the audiotaped interview and provided a means o f triangulation. An example of
two w ritten reflections can be found as scanned docum ents in Appendices D and E.
D uring the interview, I consciously restated some o f the participants’
comments in the form o f feedback. This was done for two reasons. The first reason
was to assure the participants that I was actively listening and engaged in their
conversation. The second reason stemmed from the fact that the interviews were
being conducted at the end o f the semester and the participants w ould be graduating
within days o f the interview. It would then be m ore difficult to arrange for member
checking. By providing feedback during the interviews I could check my
interpretations and receive feedback from the participants im mediately. This proved
necessary on several occasions when I m isunderstood a participant’s comments.
This process also allowed the participants to then elaborate further through
clarification o f their intent and provided richer data. In order to be fully open to the
essence o f the experience described by the participants, I tried to m aintain a focus on
understanding the experience as the experience was being related to me. I made a
conscious effort to suspend my own biases and assum ptions so as not to limit or
minim ize how I perceived the experience. A strong attem pt was made to make sure
questions did not lead the interviewees tow ard specific or predeterm ined conclusions
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but rather led them to clarify and elaborate their ideas. For exam ple, I often asked
“why” or “how ” questions to encourage greater detail and elaboration.
W hen I perceived that the experience had been fully articulated, the
participants were asked to describe what in their training helped them respond to the
reflection statements. The purpose o f that interview question was to elicit the
explicit and implicit criteria by which student teachers evaluated the incident. It is
understood that learning to teach is situated in relationship to one’s biography
(Britzman, 1991) and that one’s past influences present decisions. Including a
question on past influences provided richer data from which to build perspective. At
the conclusion o f the interview, all participants were asked to define reflection. I
included this question almost as an afterthought. However, through analysis, I found
that responses to this question varied significantly and provided data that illuminated
each participant’s orientation to the concept o f reflection. Finally, the participants
were asked if there was anything else that they w ould like to add that had not already
been addressed. Any further descriptions were explored, and the interview was
concluded. The Interview Protocol can be found in A ppendix F.

Data Analysis

Interpretation o f participants’ critical incident narratives and reflections
provided insight into the participants’ ways o f know ing and reflecting. All o f the
gathered data were analyzed by inductive methods in order to identify emergent
themes or patterns o f reflection. D ata analysis for qualitative research involves three
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common features (Creswell, 1998, 2003). First is a general review o f all
information, often in the form o f jotting down notes in the m argins o f text (e.g.,
observational field notes, interview transcriptions, notes about photographs, or
videotapes). Creswell (2003) suggests reading through all collected inform ation to
obtain a sense o f the overall data. In addition, writing findings in the form o f memos
and reflective notes is an initial sorting out process, as well as w riting summaries o f
field notes. D ata analysis in this study consisted o f two phases. The first phase
focused on the nature o f the critical incident (Research Question 1). The second
phase focused on the nature o f the participants’ reflections on the critical incident
(Research Q uestion 2).
Analysis o f Critical Incidents

Tripp (1993) identifies four approaches to the analysis o f critical incidents
(thinking strategies, the why? challenge, dilem m a identification, and personal theory
analysis). This study used the approach o f dilem m a identification as the basis o f
analysis o f the critical incidents described by the participants. All the incidents
described in this study contained a teaching dilem m a that caused a level o f
discom fort or stress. Berlack and Berlack (1981) suggest that teaching stress comes
both from the num ber o f decisions teachers have to make every m inute and from the
nature o f the decisions they have to make. The decisions a teacher has to make then
are a m atter o f professional judgm ent (Tripp). For example, a teacher cannot both
intervene in and ignore a situation, nor can he/she always treat a child both as a
whole person and as one o f a group o f learners; nor can they treat all students exactly
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the same and allow for individual differences. Teachers have to reflect on the
incident and determ ine a course o f action.
Tripp (1993) refers to the term “personal theory” as an articulated set o f
beliefs that inform s professional judgm ent and actions. He mentions that dilemma
identification is useful here because why a teacher chooses one resolution rather than
another enables the researcher to identify the values inherent in the professional
judgm ent. The data analysis process in this study identified the dilem m a within each
critical incident, the resolution o f the dilemma, and how personal theory informed
both the identification and resolution o f the dilemma.

Analysis o f Reflections

Analysis o f participants’ reflections was based prim arily on types and levels
o f reflection as described by Valli (1997). See Table 1 in Chapter 2 for a summary
o f V alli’s typology. In addition, the nuances o f reflective processes were explored
using coding categories based on M ezirow (1990), Schon (1987), and Van Manen
(1977).

The Data A nalysis Process

In this study, I used interviews that were transcribed verbatim. I read and
reread the interviews looking for themes and instances w ithin the data that gave me
insight into the lived experience o f the participant. I began by first m aking notes
along the sides o f the margins o f the transcription, as I began to notice themes

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

84
emerging. I used colored markers to highlight im portant sentences using specific
colors to represent specific ideas. I numbered each response so that I could easily
refer to a particular response in the future. (See A ppendix G for an exam ple o f this
preliminary analysis.)
I created a variety o f tools to help organize the data while I looked for themes
to emerge. (See Appendices H, I, and J for exam ples o f spreadsheets used in initial
stages o f data analysis.) I found using Excel spreadsheets to be m ost helpful in
organizing the data. By using spreadsheets I could easily m anipulate inform ation and
maintain a quick, at-a-glance view o f the inform ation. I also continued to color code
the data. This helped me visualize even better various them es as they em erged and
allowed me to see at a glance the popularity o f specific themes. See Appendicies K
and L for an exam ple o f color-coded spreadsheets used during analysis.
To begin reducing the data, I looked closely at the words used by each
participant and began to create units o f meaning. In order to keep track o f the
important ideas conveyed by each participant for each question, I extracted the most
salient phrases associated with each question for each participant and put them into a
separate document. I arranged the phrases in order o f the questions asked and
identified w hether the phrase articulated the production o f the critical incident, the
dilemma, resolution, or reflection. This was easy to do since questions were
organized to elicit the dilem m a first through the description o f the critical incident,
then the resolution was discussed later in the interview. I again color coded each
section to be able to more easily cross-reference responses betw een participants. (See
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Appendix K for an exam ple o f the spreadsheet used for data blocking). In order to
visualize the data even better I created diagrams to provide a schem atic map o f the
information. (An exam ple is provided in Appendix M.)
Throughout data analysis, I also reread the literature and kept notes on
aspects o f the literature that appeared relevant to the study. U ltim ately I reached a
saturation point and no new themes emerged. As the study progressed, insights and
linkages between categories increased. I looked for sim ilarities and differences in
the data to better relate the data to the literature. I also looked for similarities and
differences in the data in order to draw distinctions am ong the participants.

M ethodological Issues

One o f the greatest concerns o f researchers is how to conduct an investigation
in an ethical manner. A qualitative study utilizes a m ultim ethod approach to
gathering data and testing the data for validity and reliability. Especially in
qualitative studies, where validity and reliability are not accounted for at the start
(M erriam & Associates, 2002), the concern o f the researcher is to provide evidence
o f rigor used in data analysis.

Triangulation

D enzin and Lincoln (1998) suggest that qualitative research is inherently
multim ethod in focus. However, the use o f m ultim ethods or triangulation reflects an
attempt to secure an in-depth understanding o f the phenom enon. Creswell (2003)
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em phasizes the im portance o f triangulation in qualitative research. He recommends
that the triangulation process involves corroborating evidence from different sources
to shed light on a theme or perspective. This study used data from the student
teachers’ critical incidents and data generated from the student teachers’ reflections
of the critical incidents in the interviews. Connecting literature to the data also
provided a vehicle for triangulation.
Triangulation was limited to connections betw een the data and the literature
and across participants. Participants did not do m em ber checks o f interview
transcripts. However, questioning and clarification took place during the interviews
providing clarification o f the participants’ comments. In addition, the transcripts
were verbatim records and random transcripts were com pared to voice recordings to
ensure accuracy. Since the interviews were conducted at the end o f the sem ester or
shortly after the sem ester ended, member checks were not possible.

Audit Trail

An audit trail describes the research study in great detail. A n audit trail,
therefore, can be used by a third-party exam iner to attest to the use o f dependable
procedures (D enzin & Lincoln, 1998). Denzin and Lincoln refer to an audit trail as
“careful docum entation o f the conceptual developm ent o f the project” (p. 76). They
refer to Halpern who constructed a list o f six types o f docum entation usually evident
in an audit trail: raw data, data reduction and analysis products, data reconstruction
and synthesis products, process notes, materials relating to intentions and
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dispositions, and instrum ent development inform ation. Portions o f the audit trail for
this study can be found in Appendices G, H, I, J, K, and L.

Limitations o f the Study

The lim itations o f this study reflect several inherent lim itations o f qualitative
research in general.

This section describes lim itations o f this study in term s o f

voice, retrospective interviews, the sample and setting, and researcher bias.
As a qualitative study, the voices o f the participants and the researcher
become part o f the data set. A study using voice (Britzman, 1991) makes for a
cautious study in three regards. First, we do not have one voice, but many. Britzman
(1991), Kvale (1996), and M erriam and A ssociates (2002) contend that our voice is
always contingent upon shifting relationships among the words we speak, the
practices we construct, and the community within which we interact. As change
occurs, so does the voice we use to ascribe meaning. Second, our capacity to make
language work for us is problematic. The words we use can be interpreted
differently. In addition, words can be m anipulated to present different realities o f
experience. Finally, interpreting the voice o f another leads to the developm ent o f yet
a different voice. This study is limited by these constraints o f voice. In light o f
different perspectives o f voice, a phenom enological analysis does not necessarily
rely on the consensus o f others who are looking at the same data because each might
bring a legitim ate but different perspective to the data. As a result I did not request
an outside reader to corroborate my findings.
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The data set o f this study relied on interviews. W hile four participants
provided written critical incident reports, three did not, so that checking consistency
of written and verbal descriptions for all participants was not possible. However, a
check o f consistency was conducted between the four w ritten critical incident reports
and their corresponding interviews. This study did not include observations of
participants teaching. Since the focus o f the study was on the participants’
perceptions o f the critical incidents, corroboration o f critical incidents through
observation was not deem ed necessary.
All o f the critical incidents were recalled in retrospect. W hile participant
recall m ay not have been completely accurate, this study’s focus was on participants’
perceptions o f the critical incidents and their reflections on those incidents. This
study sought retrospective data stemming from the current student teaching
experience. W hile asking participants to recall an event may have an effect on the
accuracy o f the event, this study’s focus was on participants’ perceptions o f an event
(critical incident) and their reflections on the event. The criterion for accuracy o f
reporting a critical incident, according to Flanagan (1954), is the quality o f the
incident itself. He asserts that if the details are full and precise, the inform ation can
be taken as accurate, whereas if the reports are vague, some o f the data m ay be
incorrect.
A single interview was conducted with each participant. W ithin the
interview protocol, probes were designed to generate depth o f response. In addition,
whether or not a participant wrote a critical incident report, all had been provided the
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critical incident report form and so came to the interview having given thought to a
critical incident and its meaning.
Setting and sample aspects o f this study should also be highlighted as
limitations. First, all o f the participants were white, m iddle-class student teachers,
teaching prim arily in white middle-class neighborhoods. We have learned that
student teachers draw heavily from their own elem entary school experiences to
inform their practice (Britzman, 1991; Wideen, M ayer-Sm ith & M oon, 1998). The
reflective com ments reported in this study may be subject to contextual influence.
This study may reflect student teacher thinking unique to their unique backgrounds.
A second lim itation involves the three students in the partnership site. These
students selected the partnership site and were know ledgeable o f the goals and
expectations o f the partnership before they com m itted to it. It is possible these
students embody different personal and academic characteristics. As a group they
may be m ore disposed to improved professional developm ent and, as a result, reflect
more critically.
The researcher is the primary instrument for data interpretation and reporting
(M erriam & Associates, 2002). As such, biases o f the researcher are likely to
influence decisions and procedures in the research process. M y background as a
teacher educator and as a clinical supervisor provided me w ith know ledge and
experience in regard to teaching and learning how to teach. I had developed an
awareness o f how I believed student teachers learned to teach and how they
negotiated various dilemm as they encountered. This know ledge m ight have colored
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my interpretations o f the data and so limited the effectiveness o f analysis. However,
the audit trail, including self-memos and researcher reflections, assisted in bracketing
any biases I brought to the data analysis process.

Chapter Summary

This chapter described the purpose o f the study and research design,
participants, data collection and analysis procedures used in this study and
lim itations o f the study. The findings o f the study are presented in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS

This chapter begins by providing inform ation about the participants to
provide a context for their critical incidents and the b elief systems they bring to the
reflective process. This inform ation reports how the participants conceptualize
reflection and provides data that illuminates each participant’s background and prior
influences to becom ing a reflective thinker. This chapter also revisits the nature o f
critical incidents, production o f incidents (Tripp, 1993), the dilem m as and
resolutions resulting from the critical incidents, and a description o f the types o f
reflection associated with the critical incidents described by the participants in this
study.
This chapter presents the interview and critical incident survey data about a
teaching/learning event obtained from student teachers at the end o f their student
teaching experience. D ata were analyzed using initial coding categories o f topics o f
the critical incident, nature o f the dilemma inherent in the critical incident, resolution
o f the dilemm a, type o f reflection (Mezirow, 1990; Schon, 1987; Tripp, 1993; Valli,
1997; Van M anen, 1977), and level o f reflection (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).
This chapter begins with an introduction to the seven voices presented
throughout the findings. Richer characterizations appear later through their
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reflections on critical incidents. Pseudonyms are used for all participants and, in
some cases, specific details about location are altered to better preserve their
identities.

The Participants
Joan (Seventh-Grade M ath and Science)

Joan was student teaching in a seventh-grade m ath and science classroom.
She was placed in a junior high school in the partnership district. Joan was
interviewed at her school during the last week o f her student teaching experience.
She was in her early 20s and appeared to be focused and in control o f her
professional development. Joan was a transfer student and had received an associate
degree from a local com m unity college before com ing to this m idwestern university.
Joan took ownership over her clinical experiences by determ ining the nature
o f those experiences. W hen describing her previous field placem ents, Joan
commented that she had lived in a small town and graduated from a school with 64
students in her graduating class. Her first field placem ent was in a kindergarten
classroom in a small rural community. In order to experience a m ore urban
environment, she deliberately chose to be placed in the second-largest school district
in the state for her second field experience. This field experience was in a fifth/sixth
multiage classroom. For student teaching, Joan again assum ed a voice in deciding
where she would like to be placed. This time she chose to be placed close to home,
but she wanted the advantage o f student teaching in a school district with a diverse
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student population. She chose the partnership district because it was 30 miles from
her parent’s home and it was a very diverse community.
Joan was strongly influenced by a former m iddle school science teacher. He
was her teacher for seventh-grade science. She reported that she hated science in
seventh grade. However, she commented this teacher changed her life. He was her
homeroom teacher from 7th to 12th grade and she took all her biology and science
classes with him. Joan kept in touch with this teacher after she graduated from high
school, but lost touch when she went to college. N ow that she was student teaching,
she had one week where she could observe other teachers and she planned to visit his
classroom. She was excited to make that reconnection.
Joan recounted that her m other was a special education teacher and she had
been thinking about being a teacher since she was young. She believed that talking
to her m other about teaching helped her reflect on her own teaching, but she stated
that it was the student teaching experience she ju st com pleted that influenced her
most in the area o f being self-reflective.
Doing what I ’m doing, I have to think about it. I have to figure out where I
can improve. In my other experiences, I reflected a little here and a little
there, but for it to be really reflective, it has to be this huge thing I ju st got
done doing.
Joan described student teaching to be a more real experience for both the students
and her, which caused her to reflect more on her practice. Joan described how she
reflected in practice and on practice. She m entioned that she reflected on things that
happened after they have happened, usually discipline or in discussions she had
about her lessons. H owever, Joan also described how she reflected in practice.
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“While I ’m teaching I ’m thinking about how I’ve messed up here or this didn’t go
the way I w anted it to, so I should alter it in this way for the next hour to make it go
more sm oothly.” Joan appreciated the structure o f m iddle school w ith its multiple
sections o f a single course, as it allowed for immediate application o f her reflections.

Steve (Sixth-Grade Self-Contained Classroom)

Steve also was interviewed during the last week o f his student teaching
experience. Like Joan, Steve chose to be placed in the partnership district.
However, unlike Joan, this was an extended placement. He had been assigned this
classroom for a prestudent teaching clinical experience during the fall prior to
student teaching in the spring. He had familiarity with the teacher, students, and the
classroom curriculum. However, Steve adm itted that he questioned the validity o f
staying in the same classroom for student teaching. He recognized the value of
jum ping right in and being able to teach sooner, but he w ondered if he should have
chosen a different placem ent for student teaching to let other people see him and to
learn from other people. The dilemm a he struggled with in regard to remaining in an
extended placem ent involved his desire to observe other m ethods o f teaching and not
be limited to the methodology o f his mentor teacher. Steve dem onstrated an interest
in broadening his professional horizons and wanted to see different exam ples o f
classroom m anagem ent and different exam ples o f curriculum. Yet, he adm itted that
when he returned to student teach, the students already knew his nam e, welcomed
him back, and he didn’t have to get to know the students. U ltim ately, his decision
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rested on the fact that he felt comfortable working w ith his cooperating teacher and
he was close to home.
Steve attributed his professional growth to his own determ ination to be
successful as well as to some o f the good teachers he has had. Steve placed emphasis
on learning and saw learning as a life-long process. He credited teachers in his
methods classes as being good teachers who cared about w hat they were doing and
successfully got him involved.. He also credited student teaching as providing the
direct experience that allowed him the greatest opportunity to grow professionally.
He rem em bered being unsure o f him self during his first clinical experience as well as
noting the same thing in his peers. He stated, “The confidence in all o f us rose once
we got to student teaching. I can see us speaking in a different tone o f voice than
when we first started.”
Steve asserted he had always been a reflective thinker. He recalled becoming
aware o f environm ental issues when he was in high school that made him think
about how he im pacted the environment. This experience triggered his awareness o f
the value o f reflection.

Steve characterized reflection as learning from the past. He

elaborated by com m enting that reflection allows an individual to learn w hat is done
well and learn w hat is not being done well. He contended that through reflection a
person can change things that need to be changed so that a person can be where they
want to be. In other words, he stated, “reflection leads to grow th.”
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Tara (Second Grade)

Tara was interviewed in her second-grade classroom after school the last
week o f her student teaching experience. Tara was placed in the partnership district,
but, unlike Steve, Tara did not continue with the teacher she was placed w ith during
her previous field experience in the partnership district in the fall. Therefore, when
Tara began her student teaching experience in January, she entered the experience
without prior knowledge o f the classroom, the m entor teacher, or the students. She
com mented that she had been assigned a teacher in the fall with whom she was to
remain in an extended placem ent in the spring. However, Tara reported, this teacher
was negative and unsupportive. Her university supervisor recom m ended a new
placement for her in the spring. Tara acknowledged that she w ould not have initiated
that decision, but she was grateful to be in a new setting. W hile she viewed her
previous teacher as negative, demeaning, and not dem onstrating effective strategies,
the new teacher dem onstrated a caring attitude and effective teaching strategies. Tara
mentioned that the experience o f having two very different types o f cooperating
teachers helped her reflect on m ultiple approaches to teaching and to make even
better decisions about her own teaching style. She credited the field experiences she
had over the past year as being the most influential in helping her be an effective
teacher, especially with classroom management and planning.
W hen asked to describe what influenced her to be a reflective thinker. Tara
com mented that during her first and second field experiences she was required to
keep a journal. She adm itted that she had not been inclined to journal but found that
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journal writing helped her keep track o f her thoughts and experiences and allowed
her to look back and question some o f her lessons. She now values note taking and
has developed the habit o f making notes after every lesson.
I think that if I d o n ’t reflect on it [the lesson] then I ’m not going to
be a better teacher because I have to look back and decide if the
lesson went well or not, then determine how I could have m ade it
better and determ ine what needs to be changed.
By the end o f our discussion on how she reflects, Tara com m ented that she actually
reflects on everything, including student behavior, grading, her ow n behavior in the
classroom, what worked, and what didn’t. Tara stated that w hen she reflects, she
considers how her teaching impacts student learning.

Debbie (Sixth Grade)

Debbie was placed in a sixth-grade middle school classroom for student
teaching. Debbie was interviewed two weeks after she com pleted her student
teaching experience. Since Debbie needed to return books to the university library,
we found a mutually beneficial time and place to m eet near the library. We met at the
prearranged time; however, the interview was rushed because o f tim e constraints.
Debbie was a nontraditional m arried student with tw o children at home.
W hen her daughter was in kindergarten, her daughter had a teacher w hom Debbie
described as ineffective. Her daughter was getting stomach aches and did n ’t want to
go to school. Debbie was frustrated that her daughter had this teacher and she was
helpless to change the situation. She chose to go into teaching because she thought
she could teach as well as or better than this particular teacher.
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Debbie described herself as having been a poor student academically. She
said she had trouble learning how to read in first and second grades and she
ultimately was placed in a reading program during the second h alf o f second grade.
The reading teacher in this program was the first teacher to ever take a personal
interest in her and taught her how to read.
I really h ad n ’t had a very good experience in school until this reading teacher
took an interest in me and I took an interest in reading. I would say that
influenced me the most because I became a lifelong learner.
W hen describing what influenced her to becom e a reflective thinker, she
com mented that reflection happens with maturity. She com mented that as you get
older, you do tend to reflect more. She cited m arriage to her husband as being the
greatest influence in helping her to think reflectively. She stated, “He taught me how
to think reflectively. I really never had thought too much about anything I did or
said until after I m arried him .” D ebbie also credited a teacher she had at junior
college as helping her think reflectively. She recalled that this teacher challenged
students to think m etacognitively about their answers to questions posed by the
teacher. Debbie defined reflection as learning from successes and failures. She
admitted again that she was not strong academically and barely passed high school.
Yet, she asserted that some o f the teachers at the com munity college she attended
prior to the university challenged her to reflect on her work, which helped her
understand the im portance o f reflection.
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Charles (Second Grade)

Charles was interview ed one week after he com pleted his student teaching
experience. Charles com pieted his student teaching experience in a second-grade
classroom in a small K-4 elem entary school. His placem ent was random ly assigned
based on his grade and general location preferences. Charles did not have any
connection with his m entor teacher prior to student teaching.
Charles defined him self as being academ ically talented and able to acquire
knowledge easily, He com m ented that he had many experiences m life that
increased his understanding o f m any subjects. He stated that he has a strong
propensity to share his knowledge, a tendency that was evident in his articulate
responses during the interview. His responses were com prehensive and
demonstrated that he reflected critically on his thoughts and actions. Yet, Charles
admitted he was challenged to create age-appropriate lessons for his second graders.
“The biggest challenge was how to take what I have learned and translate it into a
second-grade lesson.”
Charles described what he learned outside o f school as influencing him the
most, and he credited his parents as being influential in his love o f learning. “My
parents always encouraged me to learn new things and not only encouraged me, but
gave me the opportunities. We would go on vacation and we would go to the
mountains and go cam ping and on nature hikes.” He com m ented that once they
returned home it was still his responsibility to learn things. He stated that “some o f
the greatest learning achievem ents I’ve had were on my own, and not necessarily
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things I learned in school.” Charles stated his b elief that independent learning,
learning on one’s own, is the m ost m eaningful'form o f learning for him.
W hen asked w hat in his academic background influenced his ability to think
reflectively, Charles reflected im mediately on a teacher he had in high school who
taught German. Charles acknowledged that this teacher prom oted student
responsibility. “If you want to learn, you really have to take responsibility for your
own learning,” he quoted the teacher as saying. By being in this teacher’s class,
' Charles said he began to look at him self as a learner, how he learned, and what
methods worked best for him. He became more aware o f ways to learn that
improved his ability to retain inform ation and determ ine what was w orth learning,
which caused him to becom e reflective. He began to notice what he was really like
as a student and became more reflective as part o f the process o f learning.
Charles also provided a com prehensive definition o f reflection. He stated
that when he reflects, he looks inward and not only exam ines w hat has happened and
what he is doing now, but constructs a sense o f w hat will happen in the future arid
anticipates what direction he is heading. He was adam ant when he stated, “You can
reflect all you want, but if you are not looking tow ards the future and how what has
happened is going to shape your path for the future, there is no point in reflecting.”
Reflection for Charles is a personal journey o f introspection that takes place over a
very long time, looking deep into the past, but also into the future. Charles described
him self as being very self-sufficient and he com m ented that when he had a problem,
he resisted asking for help and would fix it himself, especially if it was a significant
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problem. According to Charles, solving his own problem s provided him with a
greater sense o f satisfaction and personal reward.

Matt (Fourth Grade)

M att was interview ed during the w inter holiday at the conclusion o f his
student teaching sem ester in December. M att was a 31-year-old postgraduate student
who returned to school to becom e certified to teach. Even though he was student
teaching at the elementary level, he was pursuing an endorsem ent to teach middle
school as well. D uring the interview, M att discussed his feelings about being placed
in fourth grade. He felt the grade level was a little bit too low for him. He reasoned
that as a man he didn’t feel com fortable being sensitive to a child and giving a hug to
a child who was crying. He also felt that he could have been more creative in a
sixth-grade or middle school setting, by concentrating on one subject and developing
“awesome” projects.
M att credited a university instructor who taught m iddle school methods as
influencing him the most through her personality and style. He com mented that she
introduced him to how to create an interdisciplinary unit and dem onstrated that she
cared about her students, even at the college level. M att credited student teaching and
writing the reflective log, which was an assignm ent during student teaching, as
having influenced his ability to reflect. He believed that being required to reflect
caused him to focus more deeply on his practice and consider the im pact he had on
his students. “Student teaching taught you to look not at each lesson, but at
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everything you are doing.” M att defined reflection as refiection-on-action. He
commented that individuals should reflect on anything they do and they should ask
questions to determ ine if anything could have been done differently. He described
reflection as “thinking.”

Janet (Fourth G rade)

Janet was interview ed during the last w eek o f her student teaching
experience. Her first field experience was in a kindergarten classroom in a small
rural school. Janet was student teaching in a fourth-grade classroom in a larger
nonpartnership district, yet she was in an extended placement. The placem ent she
had for student teaching was an extension o f her second field experience. Janet was
given the option to rem ain in this classroom for student teaching and she decided to
take advantage o f the opportunity to maintain her relationship with the students and
the teacher. Sim ilar to Steve, Janet valued the fam iliarity she had with the students
as well as fam iliarity w ith policies and procedures that governed the classroom.
Like some o f the other participants in this study, Janet defined reflection as
refiection-on-action. She described reflection as looking back and determining what
could have been done differently.. She com mented that she reflected on almost every
situation to see how she could improve. Janet m irrored M ezirow 's (1990) ideas when
she acknowledged that reflection is necessary for growth. She stated, “If you want to
grow as a person, you need to be able to take a look at different situations and
analyze what went well and what needs to be changed. R eflection is learning from
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your m istakes.” Janet felt that student teaching was very difficult and very
challenging. In spite o f the difficulty, she felt she grew as a person. She commented
that student teaching was a good learning experience because there were so many
different situations with so many different types o f students in her class that she will
be able to take know ledge from this experience and apply it anywhere.

Findings: Critical Incidents and Reflections

U nderstanding the relationship between critical incidents and the reflective
process they generate requires considering each participant’s experience as a whole.
In presenting this study’s findings, narratives for each participant were created,
including a description o f the critical incident, the participant’s interpretation o f the
dilemma inherent in the critical incident, and how that dilemma was resolved. Then
each participant’s reflections on the critical incidents are considered in term s o f the
type and level o f reflection they represent.

Joan: Finger Skateboards

Joan described an incident involving her seventh-grade students’ behavior
while she was student teaching.

Description o f the Critical Incident

Joan observed that students at this age, seventh grade, seem to be into some
type o f distracting behavior. In this case, it was finger skateboards that she described
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as being like m atchbox cars, but tiny skateboards. W hen describing this event, Joan
stated, “W hat they do is they put their little two fingers on it like their feet and they
jum p off their book and they play around like they actually are skateboarding, but
they are using their fingers.” W hile not explaining the situation that took place, Joan
continued her description and explained her beliefs: “It seem s like before the
skateboards it was paper footballs. And then they had these things that I d o n ’t know,
they make these things out o f paper and they shake it and it pops.” The incident’s
significance for Joan lay in her statement, “It’s so annoying because it makes a lot o f
noise and unnecessary racket.”

The Dilemma and Resolution

A ccording to Tripp (1993), Joan’s initial description is at the concrete level
of the particular incident. A n incident becomes im portant or critical when a dilemma
or challenge is created. It is the challenge or dilemm a, according to Dewey (1933),
that triggers reflection. For this teacher candidate, the dilemma, was that the
students were distracting others and herself.
You know, when I ’m trying to think o f w hat I ’m going to say
and I ’ve got this noise going on, I lose my train o f thought. It
is a distraction and needs to be stopped, because learning
needs to be taking place. There are times for the run-of-themill distractions, but when it’s a constant thing, it ju st is not
good for the class environment.
This statement indicates Joan understands her expectations for classroom decorum
and for learning to be the prim ary focus o f the classroom. W hen discussing the
consequences o f the incident, Joan noted that the incident triggered her instinct to
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quickly put a stop to the distracting behavior. She spontaneously reacted by telling
the students, “Okay, here is the rule on skateboards. ‘N ot in my class,’ If I see it, it’s
mine until you leave, then you can have it back, but otherwise, it’s m ine.” The
students com plied with the newly issued rule. Joan com m ented that she doesn’t think
she would have done anything differently because it worked. “I started confiscating
them [the finger skateboards] and the amount o f ones I had to confiscate began to
decline. So, I think it w orked w ell.”

Reflections

W hen asked to reflect on what the students learned from this incident, Joan
replied that she believes the students learned not to play with the skateboards in her
classroom. However, she added that she does not think they really understood why
they couldn’t play with them. “You can tell them until you are blue in the face that it
distracts you and others, but I don’t think they understand that.” Joan learned the
value o f consistency in m anaging her classroom. She com m ented that if you say.
something and stick to it, “it definitely is going to be effective.” W hen asked to
elaborate on further thoughts or questions that were generated from this incident,
Joan expressed her desire to develop a deeper level o f understanding in her students.
“My main question is, how can I get them to understand the underlying reasons for
the skateboard being taken aw ay?” Joan acknow ledged that she sees a good person
in each student and wants to bring it out. As she continued to reflect, Joan began to
draw com parisons between when she was in junior high and these junior high
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students. “I rem em ber when I was in seventh g rad e.. ..It’s the same, th ey ’re the
same, everything is the same, it’s ju st so weird. I m ean different surroundings and
different things, but the whole personality is the sam e.” Joan recounted one situation
that impressed her involving a student who often got into trouble for wearing
inappropriate clothing. Joan felt she reached this child and helped her develop a new
insight about appropriate behavior. It appears Joan strives to see the connections she
might have with each individual child and uses those connections as a way to reach
the child.
This girl, she was always wearing belly shirts to school and
getting in trouble for it... .I’ve related to her. Instead o f saying,
you know, d o n ’t, no, constantly telling her no, it’s alm ost like
that’s what they want you to do because it gives them attention.
But instead o f doing that, I said you know I have shirts sim ilar to
the ones you w ear that I wear when I ’m not at school. It’s ju st not
appropriate to wear shirts like that to school. And she goes,
“Really? Teachers have a dress code?” You know it never
dawned on her and then she realized, oh, well okay, so I guess you
can act differently in different places.
Joan was pleased to see that the girl never wore belly shirts to school again.
She acknowledged that she w asn’t sure if it was because o f their
conversation, but she did feel that perhaps she got through to the child
enough that the “child understands a little bit m ore about life.” As we
continued our conversation, Joan reiterated another story o f connecting with a
different child and she agreed that the underlying question for her was how to
reach all o f the students in her classroom. She adm itted that she loves and
cares for her students and hopes to reach them in such a way as to help them
change their perceptions o f the world. In reflecting on this age group, Joan
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re-em phasized her love for the students and the im portance o f m aking
meaningful connections in order to make a difference in their lives.
Type and level o f reflection. Joan dem onstrated a strong b elief in appropriate
classroom behavior and the need to establish an environm ent o f consistent
expectations. She also dem onstrated a strong belief in the im portance o f m aking
connections with each child. Helping children learn, both formally and informally,
was the foundation o f Joan’s beliefs. In the incidents described, Joan’s beliefs were
challenged. She did not seek the help o f her cooperating teacher but relied on her
own resources to assert her beliefs and establish her authority in the classroom.
Joan’s focus rem ained on her students and their learning. Joan was not willing to
allow distractions to interfere w ith learning and quickly established an environm ent
that promoted her expectations. By reflecting in action Joan made an in-flight
decision to set the ground rules for finger skateboards: “If I see it, it’s mine until you
leave, then you can have it back, but otherwise it’s m ine.”
Joan was focused on classroom rules. Valli (1993, 1997), V an M anen
(1977), and Z,eichner and Liston (1996) referred to this type o f reflection as technical
reflection because the focus o f the action is on how to m aintain control. Joan
commented that she often talked to her- mother, who is a teacher, about teaching and
what she is learning in her university classes. The literature on learning to teach
suggests that a m ajor concern o f new and beginning teachers is classroom
m anagement and student control (Berliner, 1988).

Student teaching seminars are

typically designed to acknow ledge student teachers’ concerns about classroom
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management, thus reinforcing Joan’s conception o f the effective teacher as being a
teacher who has control.
During the interview, Joan described the interaction between her students and
herself. This interaction caused a gap between her practice and beliefs. Dewey
(1933) suggests that when a situation arises containing a difficulty or “perplexity,”
the person who finds him /herself in it may take one o f a num ber o f courses . He/she
may dodge it or he/she may face it. Joan determ ined to face the situation and, thus,
began to reflect.

Joan did not deliberate long on what to do. She responded

immediately with a course o f action in what Dewey describes as the first step in
reflective thought. This first step, according to D ewey, is suggestion in which the
mind leaps forward to a possible solution. Joan quickly determ ined that the behavior
of play ing with finger skateboards had to stop. The behavior was annoying, but the
problem, as Joan perceived it, was that the behavior interfered w ith her ability to
teach effectively and ultim ately ensure student learning. By fram ing the situation as
a problem involving teaching and learning, Joan m oved deeper into the reflective
process and developed an intelligent view o f the problem. Dewey suggests that
intellectualization is the second phase o f reflective thought that allows the
practitioner to see an annoyance as a problem that needs a solution. Through this
process Joan listened to her own voice and considered the voices o f her students as
she determined her course o f action. Joan developed a personalistic (Valli, 1997)
type o f reflection as she trusted her inner voice and not the voice o f an outside
authority to guide her decisions. Her reflections-in- and -on-action (Schon, 1987;
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Valli, 1997) created an efficient determ ination o f action through what Schon
describes as know ing-in-action. Schon suggests that improving teaching begins from
a reflection on what we actually do. This reflection generates a rich knowledge base
derived from practice. Joan had developed a know ledge base through many
discussions with her m other who is a teacher and referred to her preconstructed
image o f good teaching when resolving her dilemma. This know ledge was then used
in her teaching, and it became know ing-in-action. Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) remark
that as teachers we do not ju st receive and apply someone else’s theory to our
practice, but we hold and develop our own theories about practice. “We have our
own personally-tailored ‘theories’ about w hat does and does not w ork for us in our
teaching” (p. 4).
The concept o f know ledge-in-action is important to Jo an ’s case because the
resolution o f Joan’s dilem m a did not cause her to alter her beliefs. The situation
challenged Joan’s beliefs and caused her to change her practice in order to reclaim
her beliefs. The situation caused a gap between her beliefs (personal theory) that a
good teacher is a teacher who has good classroom control and the reality o f her
practice (not being in control). The resolution Joan chose confirm ed her implicitly
held beliefs about the technical aspect o f her role as a teacher w hen she asserted,
“Okay, here’s the rule on skateboards. ‘Not in my class.’ If I see it, it’s mine until
you leave, then you can have it back, but otherwise it’s mine.” Joan acted with
authority and reclaim ed control o f the classroom without seeking guidance from her
cooperating teacher or her supervisor.
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Focusing on the rules that govern the classroom, Joan reflected at the
technical level (Schon, 1987; Valli, 1997). Using this type o f reflection, teachers
judge their own teaching performance on the basis o f externally im posed criteria.
Valli suggests that in technical reflection the content that prospective teachers think
about are the general teaching behaviors that have been derived from research on
teaching. Even though Joan had internalized her beliefs about good teaching, the
outside expert researcher’s voice was still dominant. There is no evidence to suggest
that this incident caused Joan to transform the way she perceived her practice. She
did not describe a change in her beliefs, nor did she describe a desire to change the
quality o f her beliefs. Joan, however, used personalistic reflection when she reflected
on the influences in her life that led her to be a teacher. She also listened attentively
to her inner voice and the voices o f her students. Valli asserts that teachers who
reflect in a personalistic way would be caretakers, not ju st inform ation dispensers.
Valli states, “The quality o f their reflection would be determ ined by the ability to
em pathize” (p. 78). Joan took a personal interest in each o f her students and
demonstrated personalistic reflection. W hen she described that she sees a good
person in all o f her students and she ju st wants to help bring it out, she demonstrated
an em pathic and caring demeanor.
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Steve: Token System

In contrast to Joan, Steve described an incident that left him feeling frustrated
because he was unprepared to successfully handle the incident, which also involved
classroom control.

Description o f the Critical Incident

During the interview, Steve took care to provide great detail in his
descriptions. He described that in the class in w hich he was student teaching, a token
system was used as a form o f classroom m anagem ent. The token system consisted of
four small plastic blocks that all students received at the beginning o f each day.
When a student acted inappropriately, a block was taken away; when a student did
good work or participated well in class, a block was given to the student. At the end
o f the day, a penny was given for each block a student had. W ith those pennies, the
students could buy treats. Steve described his incident as taking place at the end o f
the day when two students were passing out blocks and money. Steve was in charge
o f the classroom because his cooperating teacher had been gone for the day. He
noticed that one o f the helper students was passing a quarter to one o f her friends.
Steve was aware that no student should be getting a quarter on this particular day. He
commented, “A.t some point, we give the students a quarter if they have 25 pennies.
However, on this day we had made a deposit, so we didn't need to trade pennies for
quarters.” Steve continued to elaborate on the description o f the incident and
concluded by stating that, ultimately, he noticed cheating taking place among a
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group of three female friends. W hen he confronted the students, they lied. Steve was
alone in the classroom and needed to think on his feet. W hen he saw a quarter being
passed to a friend, Steve said he saw red flags and needed to act quickly. His first
response was that “rules are ru le s.. .they broke the rules.” His next thought was,
“The teacher needs to be in control.” At that point, Steve confronted the girls who
denied any wrongdoing. Steve adm itted he was challenged in several ways at once.
Steve responded im m ediately when he observed a behavior that he considered was
morally wrong. He believed the girls should have some consequence to pay for their
behavior, but he w asn’t sure o f the school policy for this type o f misconduct. As the
incident unfolded, he was challenged further because it was the end o f the school day
and he was responsible for dismissing the rest o f the class. He quickly determ ined to
keep the girls after school. Ultimately, the girls received a referral to the principal
that resulted in a lunch detention and a call hom e to their parents.

The Dilemma and Resolution

The incident and Steve’s decision to keep the girls after school took no more
than a m inute or two. However, Steve admitted that he spent three to four hours or
more on this incident before it was resolved. Steve talked to the principal, his own
mother, the classroom teacher, the classroom, aide, and, ultimately, the students’
parents. Even though Steve’s teacher was gone for the day, he did not rely on the
substitute teacher for support. However, he did ask the resource teacher who was in
the room for suggestions while the girls stayed after school. The resource teacher
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went over the process o f referral with the girls and settled them down. Then they
were released.
During the interview, Steve acknowledged that he still felt frustrated at the
way he handled the situation and believed the situation could have been handled
better if he could have thought about it for an hour before taking action. He admitted
he reacted im pulsively because an alarm went o ff in his head as he witnessed lying
and stealing. His concern was focused on the well-being o f the students, and he felt
responsible as their teacher to prevent poor habits from em erging. He commented,
“These students are going to have trouble when they get to seventh grade and in high
school if they continue w ith this behavior.” The incident was critical for Steve
because he perceived the students as being good people, and he did not want to
reinforce their lapse o f moral judgm ent.

Reflections

Steve’s critical incident involved his perception o f student behavior in regard
to breaking the rules about the class incentive program. S teve’s agitation and panic
were evident as he related the incident. “I went over and confronted the girls. One
didn’t know what to say and the other girl said she didn’t do it, that she was just
trading a quarter for a penny for the day.” Steve acknow ledged at this point that he
assumed that the girls had no intention to give back the quarter for the penny. The
main point Steve em phasized is that “they broke the rules.”

He framed his-dilemma
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in moral/ethical terms: “I truly don’t believe that she was going to give it back, but if
she did you still can’t do that.”
Later in the interview, Steve described a scene after school. He decided to
keep the girls and a friend, who subsequently accused him o f being unfair, after
school to “get to the bottom o f things.” In his reflection he com m ented that these
girls were a trio that felt like he always “gangs up” on them. “T hey’re always the
ones that get reprim anded. In fairness to these three girls, at times I am focusing on
them.” He continued, expressing his need for contro, “ Sometimes they bring it upon
themselves, but at this time, I did focus on them a lot because I w anted to keep them
in line because som etim es when they get out o f hand for me as a student teacher, I
lose the rest o f the class.” A n added element o f the incident involved the third girl,
whom Steve perceived to be defiant. “She said, ‘You can’t keep me after school and
I ’m going to walk right o u t.’ I actually had to stand in front o f the door to keep her
there. I felt like she was defying m e.” Even though this girl was not originally part
o f the incident, she became involved and included in the punishm ent because o f her
reactions to Steve’s authority. “ She w ouldn’t stay w ith the group and with what I
wanted to accom plish or what I viewed as punishm ent.” Steve found him self backed
into a corner and had lost control. Steve felt he had some control when the third girl
finally sat down. “I was happy that she listened to m e.”
Type and level o f reflection. As the episode unfolded and was observed by
Steve, he assessed the situation based on the established classroom rules. Schon
(1987) would describe this as refiection-on-action. R eflection-on-action according
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to Schon (1987) and Valli (1997) is the retrospective thinking teachers do after a
lesson has been taught, or in Steve’s case, after his critical incident. Steve admitted
that he was focused on the act o f breaking the rules - technical reflection. However,
in a referral letter he sent home to the parents, Steve referred to the girls’ behavior as
lying and stealing. This exam ple dem onstrates how the decisions teachers make are
as much based upon their personal beliefs as upon the technical aspects o f teaching
they desire to acquire. In this incident, there was a classroom policy and procedure
that children were expected to follow. The com pulsion to be a good teacher and
enforce the policy was as strong for Steve as his personally held moral value o f
honesty. Steve reflected a com m itm ent to certain values (Zeichner & Gore, 1995)
and was com pelled to uphold those values during a time o f stress and disequilibrium.
The gap was not only between theory (from research) and practice, but between
Steve’s personal theory and practice (Tripp, 1993).
When asked to com ment on w hat the students learned from this incident,
Steve replied, “It’s tough to say. One student came in and really spoke her mind
after the situation. A nother student seems to have been acting m uch better after the
situation.” Steve alleged that his goal was to help the students see that their behavior
was not acceptable, that rules cannot be broken. However, he observed that one
student was still defiant, yet another student was starting to act m ore independently
o f her friends.
The incident involved challenge to Steve’s beliefs that created new insights
and deeper reflection. This incident was empowering in that it caused Steve to see
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different ways to handle classroom situations and reflect on his actions and the
consequences o f his actions. He saw this incident as an exam ple o f an everyday
experience in teaching that, when first encountered, seemed overwhelm ing. Steve
recognized that he will encounter many such incidents, but, with each one, he will
gain experience to better handle the next ones. “This is an exam ple o f things that
I’m going to have to deal with. For example, I learned how to talk to an irate
mother.” He stated that the mother, was not irate after all, but he anticipated the
possibility that she w ould be and commented, “I wanted to know w hat I was going to
say. I wanted to have a plan o f defense.” Steve concluded that this incident helped
him learn how to deal with everyday situations in the classroom. “I don’t think it’s
that unusual o f a situation, I think it was one o f those things that happened.” Steve
did acknowledge that he was aware o f his status as a student teacher and was afraid
that the parent m ight take the incident to the school board and, as a student teacher,
that originally frightened him. However, as he reflected further, he determ ined that
he didn’t do anything wrong and that he was trying to m aintain the situation. Yet the
situation caused him to ponder his initial reactions to the students’ behavior and he
acknowledged that he jum ped to conclusions.
Like Joan, Steve had a set o f prior beliefs that were challenged during student
teaching. However, unlike Joan, Steve’s beliefs were more tied to a sense o f moral
correctness. Throughout the interview, Steve com mented that “rules are ru les.. .they
broke the rules.” W hen he w itnessed the rules being broken, an “ alarm ” went off in
his head and he “overreacted,” w hich caused the girls to becom e defensive and lie
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about the incident. This caused another “alarm ” to go o ff in his head. Steve
believed that the teacher needs to be in control, and this b elief caused him. to react
with authority, yet Steve admitted he was unsure o f the appropriate way to handle the
situation and felt pressed for time.
Steve acknow ledged his concern for the students involved in the incident and,
like Joan, he saw the potential in each student and felt it was his obligation to prevent
them from m aking poor choices.
I don’t w ant to tolerate cheating, I don’t w ant to tolerate lying,
and I don’t want to tolerate stealing. Those three things set o ff the
alarm in my head saying that those three girls are going to have
trouble when they go to seventh grade or w hen they get into high
school if they continue this behavior.
Steve projected his fear that if he didn’t put a stop to this behavior he would
in some way jeopardize their future. He stated, “They have a lot going for them, but
when they start doing these types o f things and they start grouping up like that and
the behavior escalates, I try to not reinforce that behavior.”
Steve utilized all types o f reflection to resolve his dilemm a. Steve’s initial
source o f discom fort happened when he observed students “breaking the rules.”
Steve was handling the class alone and was put in the position o f reflecting in action.
The situation caused Steve to overreact as he felt he had to act but did not have the
prior background from w hich to draw. Like Joan, Steve had a set o f im plicit beliefs
about classroom control and deferred to them im mediately. But when he did, he
found him self in another dilemma. Unlike Joan, Steve had not built a strong enough
foundation to support his im plicit beliefs. Schon (1987) argued that reflection-in-
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action is central to the art o f teaching by which professionals handle and resolve their
dilemmas and concerns about practice. Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) acknowledge that
reflection-in-action is a reflection on the adequacy o f our know ing-in-action and that
a surprise usually triggers this process. For exam ple, Steve was surprised when he
began to realize that his existing stock o f knowledge, his know ing-in-action, did not
help him respond in a confident and com petent manner.
Even though both Steve and Joan relied on their im plicit beliefs that a good
teacher has good classroom control, what separated them was the confidence they
each had in enforcing their beliefs. Joan acted confidently. She was a solo
deliberator, not seeking advice and feedback from others. Steve, on the other hand,
questioned the way he handled the situation and reflected on his actions for several
days after the incident. To help him develop a stronger sense o f his own knowledge
and therefore his practice, Steve sought the advice o f multiple others, including the
aide in the classroom, his cooperating teacher, his mother, the principal, and he even
listened to the feedback provided by his cooperating teacher’s husband. By
reflecting on his practice, Steve hoped to develop deeper insights into his practice
that would better inform him in the future. Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) assert that
reflection-on-practice is a natural process o f making sense o f professional action: “It
is about using and learning from experience” (p. 6). Ghaye and Ghaye suggest that
making sense o f teaching is about seeing the process o f reflection as a meaningmaking process. Steve sought to create meaning through reflection-on-practice as
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well as through deliberative reflection on the technical attributes o f his critical
incident.
Intimately tied to the technical aspect o f Steve’s dilem m a was the
encompassing concern he had for the well-being o f his students. Steve declared
several times that he saw his students as good people. Like Joan, Steve w anted to
help his students make appropriate choices so that they would develop more positive
habits o f thinking and ways o f behaving. He expressed a concern about the future of
individual students and felt a moral responsibility as their teacher to guide them
away from what he perceived to be destructive behavior. In this m ode o f reflection
(personalistic), Steve saw him self as a caretaker and guardian. Steve also
demonstrated the capability to reflect critically on his practice. The definition o f
critical reflection espoused by many theorists refers to a teacher’s ability to see the
social and political contexts in a given situation and becom e change agents and
social activists. However, it also refers to a teacher’s ability to be self-critical and to
use critical reflection for personal transform ation (M ezirow, 1990). Rather than be
transformative in this specific instance, the incident em powered Steve to maintain
his beliefs about right and wrong and caused him to reflect critically on his role as a
classroom teacher. Steve dem onstrated a strong sense o f moral correctness and in the
future he may apply a m ore critical lens to broader issues o f social justice in schools.
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Tara: Fight-Free Program

W hen describing her critical incident, Tara spoke rapidly, with few pauses
between sentences and she m aintained a high level o f energy. She described an
incident that happened on the playground when no teacher was there to witness the
behavior.

Description o f the Critical Incident

The incident involved one child reporting that another child pushed a third
child down the slide. Like Steve’s incident, T ara’s incident involved lying. The
children were aware no teacher w itnessed the behavior and as children reported the
story, it continued to change in the telling. The children approached both Tara and
her mentor teacher. However, Tara was unfam iliar with school policy involving the
playground, so her m entor teacher stepped in and took over interaction with the
children. In this incident, Tara becam e an observer o f the action. She observed as
the children came in from recess w ith their report o f m isconduct on the playground.
She also observed how her teacher handled the situation. Tara com m ented that she
looked to her m entor teacher “because she’s there.” Tara stated that she knows she
could handle the situation if she were by herself, but because the teacher is there and
it is her classroom, she usually wants to get feedback from her. T ara’s teacher talked
to the students and finally got the story straight. One o f the students was lying and
saying the incident did not happen. He knew he would get into trouble.
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Tara was placed in a school that had a school-wide policy about fighting and
strong consequences for the child who broke the school policy. Each classroom had
a “fight-free” flag hanging in front o f its door.

If a child was found guilty of

fighting, he/she w ould have to take the fight-free flag down from outside the
classroom and take it to the front o f the room and tell the class why he/she had to
take it down. The child then would apologize to the class for having to take the flag
down and discuss what better choices he/she could have made. The teacher then
would send a note hom e to the parents with an explanation o f what happened and the
parents would have to send it back. The student then does not get to wear his fightfree pin on Friday, and at the end o f the quarter does not get fight-free cookies and
milk awarded to those who are fight-free the whole quarter. A t the end o f the school
year, the school rents a m ovie theatre and everyone who is fight-free is able to watch
a movie and the others would have to stay at home.
Tara adm itted that when these instances happened, she felt awkward because
she was not as fam iliar with the school policy and whether or not the flag should be
taken down.

Dilemma and Resolution

Tara explained that each classroom had its ow n set o f classroom rules and
procedures, Tara was fam iliar with the rules and procedures that governed her
classroom and she com fortably reinforced them w ith the children on a daily basis.
However, playground rules were part o f the school’s policies, and Tara was less
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familiar with how to enforce them, This incident triggered a dilem m a for Tara
because she saw the benefits and drawbacks o f the established school rules. In this
incident, a child lied to avoid public humiliation. Tara com mented, “He knew he
would get in trouble.” She explained that each class has a “fight-free” flag in the
hallway in front o f each classroom. Any child found guilty o f fighting had to take
the flag down and bring it to the front o f the class and apologize for having to take
the flag down. The child then had to discuss how he/she could have made better
choices. A note then went hom e to parents to be signed, and the class would be
prevented from having privileges at the end o f the year. Tara acknow ledged that the
school policy held merit, but it was confusing to her. She usually deferred to her
teacher to determine if the flag should come down. Tara confided that she felt
awkward facilitating the school rules because the consequences were high and
because she noticed how it caused children to either lie when they had been reported,
or children reported instances that did not accurately represent a fighting situation.
The critical incident T ara described is typical o f many classroom situations
teachers face every day. Tara adm itted that she appreciated observing how her
teacher facilitated each student’s concerns about another student. Tara perceived the
teacher’s behavior as fair and that the teacher handled each situation properly. She
commented, “It helped the students to know that they can come to you with a
problem and it will be taken care o f right away. I think it made them [the children]
feel more safe in the classroom .”
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From her description o f the incident, I sensed another dilem m a for Tara.
During the interview it appeared as though she did not strongly support the school
fight-free program. Tara did not directly say that she was unsupportive o f the school
program and she acknow ledged that she supported children taking ownership o f their
actions. She believed the fight-free program helped children think before they acted,
but she acknowledged that it was difficult to determ ine when to take the fight-free
flag down and it was particularly difficult to determ ine when a child was telling the
truth.
Tara felt she learned how to talk to children about problem s that are difficult
to solve. By observing how her m entor teacher unraveled conflicting stories children
told, Tara acknow ledged that she learned how to be forthright in her interactions
with children and that she will refer to her m entor teacher’s m odeling w hen she
encounters sim ilar situations in her own classroom.

Reflections

When asked what she believed the students learned from the fight-free
program, Tara reflected that she believed the program set a good exam ple for all the
students through modeling. “The students are asked how they could have made a
better choice, and by doing that, they have to think before they act.” Tara credited
her cooperating teacher as m odeling good strategies for her to use when students
engage in exaggerations and untruths. “M y cooperating teacher and this program
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have helped me learn how to be straightforward w ith the students and not try to be
‘logical’ with them .”
Type and level o f reflection. Tara was reflective when describing her final
thoughts:
It’s nice to think back and reflect on things that have happened. I always tried
to listen to how my cooperating teacher was dealing with a situation or how
she handled it. I will be able to refer to her m odeling in these types o f
situations.
Tara’s beliefs were challenged because o f her lack o f knowledge o f the school policy
on fighting. She deferred to her cooperating teacher to inform her practice which
helped to transform her know ledge and build confidence to handle similar situations
in the future.
Tara described an incident but quickly took herself out o f the action. As
such, data on how Tara reflected is limited. A lthough Tara described an incident and
the dilemma it raised for her, she did not describe the way in which she would
employ a resolution to the dilemma. Tara may have been reluctant to express her
deepest feelings about the fight-free program since the interview was being
conducted in her classroom and she may not have w anted to be overheard.
T ara’s incident dem onstrates the process o f learning how in practice referred
to by Peter Jarvis (1992) in Professionals ’ Ways o f K now ing and involves reflectionin- and -on-practice. This is the form o f knowledge that Schon (1987) and Dewey
(1933) refer to that is gained through experience. The critical incident described by
Tara required her to be fam iliar with the school policy on fighting. Although Tara
was familiar with the policies governing her classroom, she was less familiar with
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the school-wide policies. T ara’s approach to learning how was to observe her
cooperating teacher’s way o f facilitating the school policy. M ackenzie (1992)
studied district nursing students undertaking practice and noted that there are three
stages in the process o f learning how. The first she called fitting in, which is the
process o f observing how the practice functions and learning from colleagues and
senior practitioners— both their strengths and their errors— and then devising
strategies that enable them to fit in. Tara observed her teacher’s ability to incorporate
the school policy into her classroom policy. However, in this incident, Tara did not
move beyond the initial stage o f fitting in and reflecting on how to im plem ent the
school’s fight-free policy. Valli (1997) and V an M anen (1977) describe this type of
reflection as technical reflection, as it focused on m anagem ent o f student behavior
and did not progress to reflection on her own teaching performance. Technical
reflection according to V an M anen (1977) concerns the effective application o f skills
and technical know ledge in the classroom setting. Here, reflection is confined to
analyzing the effects o f strategies used. Tara did not go beyond description to define
goals for im provement. There is no evidence that the dilem m a caused a
transformation in the way Tara looked at her practice.

Debbie: Inadequate Planning

The incident Debbie chose to describe involved a m isunderstanding o f the
concept she was to teach.
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Description o f the Critical Incident

Debbie thought she was well prepared for the lesson she was to teach her
sixth-grade science class. She had created an outline for the students and a checklist
for them to go over. H owever, when Debbie began the lesson, it became evident that
she had m isunderstood the basic concept o f the lesson and had actually reversed the
process she was going to have the students participate in. She had everything laid
out and ready to go, but as she began the lesson, it was evident that she had planned
the experiment backwards. D ebbie recognized her error and became completely
undone. She looked at her teacher, who didn’t flinch. The teacher responded by
taking out the video that accompanied the lesson and facilitated the rem ainder o f the
experiment.

Dilemma and Resolution

Debbie was em barrassed that she was not well prepared and had not
understood the basic concepts o f the lesson. She was put in the position o f having to
think on her feet and was not able to regain her decorum. She adm itted she thought
o f dropping out o f the program. However, her m entor teacher was calm and
reiterated several times that this was an excellent learning experience.
Through this experience, Debbie said that she developed respect for her
mentor teacher and, by extension, learned how im portant it is for a teacher to treat a
student with respect. She experienced a caring teacher, one who took a situation that
could have been perceived as failure but treated it as a positive learning experience.
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The mentor teacher allowed Debbie to save face in front o f her students. This act o f
kindness afforded Debbie the opportunity to recapture her authority in the classroom
and move on.
Debbie saw this incident as an example o f the learning process. She indicated
that she hoped the students learned that adults make mistakes while they are learning
and that individuals learn from their mistakes and m ove on.
I expect they [the students] learned that learning is an ongoing process;
everybody m akes mistakes, and you can pick yourself up w ith dignity and
move on, and that making a mistake is life long; it is not som ething that just
happens when you are a kid.
She believed that this was a valuable lesson for the students as well.
Debbie was challenged to describe the dilem m a that existed in this incident
but agreed when prom pted that her dilemm a was facing a situation that she had not
anticipated and was not prepared for. In this situation, Debbie did not have to think
on her feet as Steve or Joan did because her teacher rescued her. H owever, Debbie
acknowledged that although she was not successful, she was not “destroyed” because
o f her m entor teacher’s demeanor. The incident triggered for Debbie the importance
o f com passion in teaching. She sum m arized the experience by em phasizing that
when she becomes a teacher she wants to rem em ber that learning is a fragile
experience som etim es and that everybody needs encouragement. She focused on the
importance o f com passion and that it is easy for a teacher to destroy a child’s selfconfidence and love o f learning.
Debbie learned the importance o f thorough planning. She began to arrive at
school earlier so that she could become more prepared before the students arrived.
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She also acknowledged that it is im portant to accept help and that “needing help is
not a disability.” D ebbie’s language may be an indicator o f her inner feelings o f self
and why this incident was critical to her. She often used term s such as “fragile,”
“depressed,” “m istakes,” “lack o f confidence,” or “disaster.” In addition, she
commented on how she was negatively affected by current events and brought down
by instances in the news, the events o f 9/11. She also m entioned that in contrast to
how her teacher reacted, another teacher on her team had scream ed at her at various
times during the semester. Debbie felt that her cooperating teacher’s caring attitude
gave her the strength to continue in the program.

Reflections

Debbie reflected that this incident taught her how to learn, and she believes
that in the process this incident dem onstrated to the students that learning is life long.
Debbie em phasized in her reflections that this incident helped the students see that
learning is ongoing and even adults make m istakes. “My teacher taught me how to
learn in the process and to show 'the students how to learn, not to be em barrassed by
making a m istake.”
Debbie rem ained focused on her experience and kept herself at the center o f
the discussion. Unlike Tara and Steve, Debbie did not express a concern for the
well-being o f the students or for their academic learning. The students remained
marginal. Debbie em phasized several times that her teacher was instrum ental in
facilitating a positive outcome for her.
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I was com pletely undone over it. But my teacher was very calm and reiterated
several times that it was exactly the type o f experience that I should have so
that I know what to do if I m isunderstand something. I felt in this instance
that my cooperating teacher was a very good mentor, as she didn’t dwell on
the mistake, she dwelled on the learning. A t this point in my college career, I
don’t feel it would have been helpful for her to have dw elled on m y mistakes
because it w ouldn’t have taken me anywhere.
Debbie remarked that she was distracted by the current events o f the time:
I w asn’t thinking straight at all. I could hardly write my name. I don’t know
if my teacher was considering that, but if she had dw elled on my mistake or
had w ritten it up to my supervisor, I probably would have dropped out o f the
program.
W hen asked what she learned most from the incident, Debbie again referred
to herself by com menting, “W hat I learned the m ost from my teacher is how a
student likes to be treated. I ’m not a sixth grader, but any learning experience can be
turned into an absolute disaster or a success.” She ended her thoughts by stating,
W hen I becom e a teacher I want to rem em ber that learning is a fragile
experience som etim es and that everybody needs encouragem ent and that it
is so easy to destroy. A teacher could destroy m ore than ju st the subject
m atter for a child. A teacher could destroy self-confidence. My cooperating
teacher could have destroyed teaching completely for me if she had dwelled
on my mistake. I appreciated my cooperating teacher treating me like a
student at that point and not lowering her eyes or being impatient. She
didn’t look down on me but she treated me in a respectable manner.
Type and level o f reflection. Debbie rem ained focused on her self and did not
discuss any change in her thinking toward her students or new orientations to her
teaching. Debbie did m ention that she began to arrive earlier to school so that she
could be more prepared. Debbie remained concerned about what her teacher thought
o f her and o f w hat her students thought o f her. In response to her failed lesson,
Debbie commented, “The teacher was fine with it and I learned that students really
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don’t hold too much against the teacher if the teacher gets som ething wrong.” This
comment reflects what Valli (1997) refers to as technical reflection. This type o f
reflection, according to Valli, matches one’s own perform ance to external guidelines.
D ebbie’s focus was on the narrow dom ain o f teaching techniques or skills (Valli,
1997). This focus assumes an outside authority. In this incident, Debbie relied on the
text to inform her teaching decisions. Debbie had followed the guideline from the
science text but had m isunderstood it. Debbie did not m ention her understanding o f
the students’ background know ledge or her know ledge and enthusiasm for the
subject matter. Debbie did reflect on her experience, but, unlike Charles, her
reflections did not result in a critical understanding o f her prior beliefs that would
have allowed transform ational change to occur.
Debbie expressed a technical concern about planning and preparation without
analyzing her own activity and the consequences o f her actions. Valli (1993) draws
a distinction between reflective and nonreflective teaching. For a nonreflective
teacher the emphasis is on skill developm ent with little or no em phasis on the
teacher’s behavior and the professional judgm ent needed to adapt or modify those
skills in response to student needs and curriculum goals. Valli asserts that the
emphasis in a technical orientation is on performance, often m easurable
performance, with the teacher’s role limited to piloting students through a learning
process conceived and designed by others. In this case, Debbie depended on the
written curriculum guide to inform her understanding o f what and how to teach.
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D ebbie’s reflections rem ained on herself throughout the interview, not
articulating what Valli (1997) refers to as a critical stance tow ard her practice.
D ebbie’s prior beliefs about good teaching are rooted in the notion o f the caring
teacher. During her school years as a child, she com m ented that she was a poor
student and that her reading teacher was the first teacher to take a personal interest in
her. When Debbie experienced failure during student teaching, she naturally turned
to her teacher, the authority figure, for help. “I felt that in this instance that my
teacher was a very good m entor in that she didn’t dwell on the mistake, she dwelled
on the learning at this point in my career.” D ebbie relied on her teacher’s validation
that there was a positive outcome. Debbie did not probe deeply into the reported
incident to look at why the incident occurred or how the incident impacted her
students’ understanding o f the content. She focused on the affective im pact o f the
incident and how the incident im pacted the students’ perception o f her.
Even though D ebbie’s focus was on h erself as she described her
embarrassm ent at not being fully prepared to teach, there was a glaring silence in
regard to her identity as a teacher. In describing her critical incident, Debbie did not
provide evidence that she was concerned about her students, the quality o f student
learning, or her role as a teacher independent o f external authority. W hen Debbie
misinterpreted the external authority, the curriculum guide, she panicked. She did not
have the personal resources to construct an alternate approach to engage the students
in a meaningful learning experience. Based on D ebbie’s lived experience as a student
who struggled through school, she may have relied on outside authority and never
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developed the confidence that she could construct her own knowledge. Debbie may
have deliberately avoided going public with deeper reflections on her critical
incident to avoid being seen as incompetent. Placing blame on current events
removed her from responsibility and the consequences o f a failed lesson. D ebbie’s
gratefulness that her cooperating teacher rescued her and her hope that the students
viewed her as a learner also suggested that Debbie wanted to save face and avoid the
humiliation o f being seen as a failure.
Charles: W rong Grade Level

The incident Charles recounted involved a personal revelation that was
inspired by his clinical teaching experience. It was hard for Charles to nam e a
specific incident that triggered this revelation, but he acknow ledged that his reaction
was significant.

Description o f the Critical Incident

Charles realized that the am ount o f inform ation he was trying to teach second
graders in one day was not possible. He recounted that after teaching a specific
lesson in a science unit he had developed, he felt he had overw helm ed the students
with information. He was trying to give them too much inform ation, and they
couldn’t “get it.” “The unit was over the solar system, and that is one thing that I had
an abundant am ount o f interest in.” Charles stated that he was stunned w hen the
students did not get the lessons he had planned, and he went back to his desk and just
sat down. W hile he was sitting at. his desk in the classroom, he suddenly realized
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that he did not belong in second grade. W ith a sense o f shock, he realized he was cut
out to teach at a higher grade level.

Dilemma and Resolution

The dilem m a Charles faced was that he was two-thirds o f the way through
student teaching and he had a responsibility to finish. He realized that what he was
currently doing was not effective. He wanted to know how he could get from where
he was, two-thirds through student teaching and not being effective, to finishing
what he started successfully. “How can I go from being ineffective to being
effective in second grade?” He recognized he was frustrated from trying to force his
students to learn material that was not grade appropriate. Charles determ ined two
goals. First, he began to set his career sights tow ard fourth through eighth grades.
However, the more im mediate consequence involved how he was teaching, or, more
specifically, how he was planning. He determined to “cut dow n” on w hat he
“forced” his students to learn and began to plan his lessons so they were more grade
appropriate. Charles described part o f his dilem m a stemmed from being given total
freedom to write a science unit. He admitted that he had personal emotional interest
in the topic that he planned. He stated, “I did have the students in mind, but I think I
planned more for my feelings on the subject matter, rather than planning toward
specific objectives that meet what second graders need to know .” The incident
caused him to step back and change directions. It reinforced his thinking that
sometime down the road he would prefer not to teach second grade, and it also
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caused him to make im m ediate changes. He recognized that he could not continue
how he was planning. He started to look at planning less from the perspective o f
what he wanted to teach and more from what he w anted the students to learn. He
commented that he forced him self to look at the end product and w hat the students
would get out o f the lesson each day. He began to pace his lessons and talk about
specific objectives every day with the students. He was pleased that they began to
remember inform ation, and he began to feel more successful.

Reflections

In the interview, Charles commented,
I was given carte blanche to write a tw o-w eek unit on the solar system and my
immediate instinct was well, what are the things that I think are the coolest
that I would m ost want to share? It w asn’t that I did n ’t have the students in
mind, but I guess the unit was planned more tow ard my feelings on the subject
m atter rather than specific learning objectives appropriate for second graders.
Charles contrasted teaching science with teaching reading and math, which
seemed more prescriptive. “We had a reading series and a m ath series which were a
lot more regim ented, and it was a lot easier to teach that grade w hen all the materials
were already planned out for you.” Teaching science posed a challenge:
I did notice that mostly in science, we didn’t have a science series, so I was
allowed to do w hatever I wanted to for science. The solar system is
something I have acquired a lot o f knowledge over the years, and I finally get
the opportunity to be up in front o f the class and ju st be able to share
everything I know about the solar system.
Charles was excited to teach the science unit because it represented fam iliar content,
yet he was frustrated at how limiting it was to teach second graders: “ I am so
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excited, but I can only teach one thing a day, because anything beyond that just
passes right through them .” Even though his experience with the solar system unit
led to what he perceived as failure, the experience o f teaching it also led to a change
in his approach to teaching:
But the subsequent unit we d id .. .on bones and muscles w ent much better.
The planning was a little more on target. There were still things at the end o f
the unit that I w ish we had time for, but I think it was planned better from the
get go.
W hen asked what he felt the students learned, C harles’s response was similar
to D ebbie’s in that he reflected on how the students perceived him as a teacher.
M aybe they can see some flexibility and see that teachers don’t always do the
same things. M aybe they can see that teachers can make mistakes and that
they can fix those mistakes and they can be flexible. M aybe they can see that
teachers can try new things and that teachers care enough about our education
to take those steps to make the necessary changes.
In discussing w hat he learned, Charles declared,
I learned that I am a hum an being too, that I am a learner along with my
students. I found m yself com menting to them, “H ere’s w hat you learned
today; h ere’s what I learned today about second graders. W e’re all learners.”
In his final reflections Charles expressed his further thoughts:
W hy did n ’t I think o f all this sooner? I spend hours and hours planning and
doing research, how come I didn’t realize that I was planning way over their
heads? I think I was ju st too excited about my first opportunity to really have
free range over w hat I was teaching and that kind o f blinded me or clouded
my vision. But I would like to think I should have done better than that
initially. I d o n ’t know why I fell into that trap. I guess in the long run it was
for the best, it worked out well in the end and I feel much better now as a
whole. N ot ju st for second grade, but also for any grade level I would go into,
I feel that my planning w ould be a lot m ore effective. But I don’t know why I
didn’t see it coming. I am kind o f disappointed in m yself that I didn’t see it
earlier. But these things happen.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

136
As he reflected on the incident, Charles determined two courses o f action,
one personal and one professional. The personal course o f action was to develop a
long-term goal o f not teaching at a grade level as low as second grade. Once that
determination was made, Charles quickly turned his attention to his students. Even
though Charles knew he did not want to teach second grade, he had a moral
responsibility to ensure that his students learned. His com ment dem onstrates his
belief in his role as a teacher:
I guess I decided that I’m tw o-thirds o f the way through, but I still have a
third o f the way to go. I ’m not just going to throw in the towel and say I can’t
do this. I am able to do it. You know I have to be able to do it because that’s
what part o f what being a teacher is, you know. I have to be able to pull it
off. So the more im m ediate consequence would be a change in the way that I
was teaching, more specifically, perhaps the way that I was planning.
With this realization, Charles transitioned into his students’ w orld and was engaged
in what Valli (1997) refers to as personalistic reflection. Charles credited him self for
recognizing that he needed to reorient him self to his students’ reality. Charles
commented, “The realization that I’m not doing this rig h t.. .caused me to change.”
Charles seemed to understand the inner realities o f his students’ learning needs and
developed an em pathic stance tow ard ensuring his students’ com prehension. When
asked to describe the dilem m a that existed in the critical incident, Charles explained
that after he finished teaching the lesson that did not go well, he suddenly had a
realization that he did not belong where he was in second grade.
This realization triggered for Charles the need to seek new strategies and
orientations to his teaching. He looked back (reflected on) his practice, then looked
forward to how he could change his practice. This behavior fit the definition of
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reflection Charles espoused during the interview. He stated, “Reflection is not only
looking back, but I always look inward, I look at myself. I do reflect on things that
have happened to me, but it is also important to ‘pre-fleet’ to the future to anticipate
what direction I am heading.” C harles’s definition o f reflection is consistent with the
definition espoused by Dewey (1933), M ezirow (1990), Schon (1987), Valli (1997)
and Zeichner and Gore (1995) who offer a definition o f reflection that emphasizes
questioning the assumptions with which individuals typically begin problem solving.
M ezirow (1990), in discussing the nature o f adult learning, suggests that reflection
enables individuals to correct distortions in their beliefs and errors in problem
solving. Critical reflection, M ezirow asserts, involves a critique o f the
presuppositions on which our beliefs have been built. Through this critique, new
meaning is ascribed to the incident and subsequently new learning occurs. M ezirow
(1990) defines this new learning as transform ative learning and suggests that it is not
possible to understand the nature o f adult learning or education w ithout taking into
account the role played by the influence o f prior beliefs and assum ptions that
structure the way experience is interpreted.
Type and level o f reflection. The way in w hich Charles described reflection
and identified and resolved his dilem m a through reflection was uncannily similar to
the way Dewey (1933) defined reflection and described the essential functions of
reflective activity. Charles dem onstrated an intellectual approach (Dewey) to
analyzing his dilemm a. Charles defined reflection as having three components:
looking back, looking inward, and looking forward. Dewey also suggests three
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components to reflective activity: pre-reflective, reflective, and post-reflective.
Charles pre-reflected as he established the problem o f not being effective as a second
grade teacher. Out o f this problem grew the question “W hat am I going to do about
it?” that reflection had to answer. Finally, the dilem m a was resolved, and, as Dewey
asserts, the situation is post-reflective: “There results a direct experience o f mastery,
satisfaction, enjoym ent” (p. 107). The felt urgency to resolve the dilem m a was strong
for Charles, and he did not deliberate for long to render a solution. Like Joan and
Steve, Charles was student focused and utilized personalistic reflection when
determining the best course o f action by taking into consideration the learning needs
o f his students. M ost im portantly for Charles, reflection-on-action provided the
reflective conversation that Zeichner and Liston (1996) suggest is necessary to
promote a questioning o f goals and values. Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) assert that a
reflective conversation is one that involves a discussion o f values: “A focus on
values is at the heart o f the personal and collective im provem ent process” (p. 19).
The questions Charles asked involved a solo conversation that included questions
about his teaching. (W hat is my teaching like? Why is it like this? W hat are the
effects o f my teaching .on my students? and H ow can I im prove what I do?. His
reflective conversation included not only w hat was thought and done, but what might
be done to improve.
Even though a conversation is considered part o f a public discourse, Charles,
like Joan, engaged in solo deliberation and did not seek the advice o f his cooperating
teacher or university supervisor. Charles entered student teaching with a strong
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background as an independent learner and did not consider asking for feedback.
Through reflection-on-action Charles was open to the learning that arose and
engaged in critical reflection o f his professional development.

Matt: Science Lesson

Like D ebbie and Charles, M att’s critical incident involved teaching a science
lesson. In all three cases, the lesson did not go as planned.
Description o f the Critical Incident

M att felt he was prepared. He had planned and knew exactly what his
objectives were. M att was teaching a hands-on lesson involving measurement. Matt
observed that the fourth-grade students enjoyed hands-on activities. He also noted
that they had understood the concept o f measuring weight. M att reasoned that the
students would use their prior knowledge about m easuring weight and apply that
knowledge to the new lesson about measuring mass. The objective o f the lesson was
to reinforce the concept o f using the scientific m ethod o f investigation and recording
results. Matt put the students into groups o f four in anticipation that the students
would quickly determ ine an appropriate course o f action. M att m et his dilemma
when the students sat and did not seem to have a clue how to begin.

Dilemma and Resolution

M att adm itted he was not prepared for this reaction. He had assumed that the
students would quickly get to work and become engaged in the activity. However,
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after a few m inutes o f silence, students began to ask questions and the frustration
level o f the class began to escalate. Matt had determ ined that the students understood
the basic concepts o f measurement. He also determ ined that the students could
figure out the problem o f m easuring mass. As a result, M att resisted giving the
students answers to their questions and left them to figure it out on their own. Matt
described the environm ent o f the classroom during the experim ent as controlled
chaos. He adm itted that he assumed too much from fourth graders. He assumed that
since the students had used the scientific m ethod o f inquiry in a previous lesson on
measurement that they autom atically would use the scientific m ethod to approach a
new lesson on measurement. M att also adm itted that he took the students out o f their
comfort zone by challenging them to use higher order thinking skills, when that was
not part o f their classroom routine. He acknow ledged that this shift in their routine
threw the students off. He com mented that the students would have been more
comfortable if he had asked them direct questions and guided them step-by-step
through the activity.
In retrospect, M att believed that ultim ately a lot m ore learning took place
with that activity. M att did not weaken when the students dem onstrated discomfort
but held to his beliefs that the students could figure out how to conduct the activity
on their own. Although this lesson did not go as planned for M att in the beginning,
Matt recognized the serendipitous nature o f learning that took place for him and his
students. M att’s value o f using higher order thinking skills was reinforced through
this activity, as he had the opportunity to be challenged to em ploy his beliefs. Matt
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also believed that the students learned how to think on their own. He commented
that the students were used to turning and asking the teacher for answers and
reinforcement. M att stated that when students asked if they were doing something
right, he would say, “I don’t know, are you?” His goal was to encourage the students
to think on their own.

Reflections

W hen asked to describe what he learned from the incident, M att focused on
several things at once as he responded. He first focused on the need to be flexible
while teaching. From this experience M att learned to seize learning opportunities
during a lesson and not worry as much about the time. He com m ented that if
something is on a roll and students are learning, you stay with it. He countered this
comment by acknow ledging that as a student teacher, it is difficult to stick to a
situation that could potentially become chaotic. A ccording to M att, student teachers
worry about them selves and the image and com petence they are projecting, not about
how the students are learning. The incident was critical for M att because he was able
to transform the way he perceived his practice.
During the lesson, M att became uncom fortable when the students did not
react as he had predicted. Instead o f panicking, M att drew from his own beliefs
about the nature o f teaching and learning. He becam e less self-focused and remained
focused on the learning needs o f the students. W hen describing the incident, Matt
summed up his thoughts by saying,
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As a student teacher, you are too worried about yourself and how you are
projecting as a student teacher, not on how the students are learning. Y ou’re
more worried about whether the lesson is being presented properly because
you are being evaluated.
Matt recognized he had broken through those feelings o f self-consciousness when he
stood his ground during the lesson and didn’t let the students influence his teaching
beliefs. Even though his teacher was in the classroom and was a source o f
evaluation, he did not allow the situation to revert to the children’s expected routine.
This lesson gave M att the feeling o f being a teacher and no longer being a student
teacher. In summary, M att com mented that what the lesson meant to him was, “I
don’t care what you think about me anymore. The students learned and that is the
way it should be from day one.” He concluded by saying, “W hen you are being
evaluated, there is so m uch riding on your student teaching sem ester you sometimes
forget that you are actually teaching kids.”
Although this incident was a turning point in M att’s perceptions o f him self as
a teacher and reinforced his beliefs about engaging students in learning, it generated
a host o f new questions. He questioned if he would be able to control his class when
they were engaged in an inquiry project. He questioned how many inquiry activities
are appropriate during a week. He wondered if an inquiry approach was only good in
science or how he w ould facilitate an inquiry activity in social studies or language
arts. M att was em phatic when he stated,
I’m not going to go through my student teaching with only one way to teach.
Not, “Okay, open your book to chapter nine. W e’re going to read chapter
nine, then y o u ’re going to answer the three questions at the end o f the
chapter, and then I’m going to give you the test out o f the book.” There’s no
way I would teach like th at!!!

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

143
Matt did not plan to have been so challenged in his beliefs, but when he was, he
recognized his own teaching style and gained confidence to em ploy his style in a unit
on health. “The unit was incredible. That was the first tim e m y m entor teacher had
given me really positive feedback. She said she was going to use m y ideas next
year.”
M att em erged from student teaching seeing him self as a com petent teacher
and feeling as though he could positively engage a classroom o f students. Shortly
after student teaching M att was hired as a fourth grade teacher in a school district
near his home.
Type and level o f reflection. Like the other participants, M att engaged in
technical reflection as well as several other types o f reflection as he struggled with
students not responding to his lesson. Matt was stunned by the unanticipated nature
o f his students’ response to his lesson. W hen faced with the dilem m a o f responding
to this surprise, M att utilized his im plicit knowledge o f effective teaching and
learning. His spontaneous know ing-in-action (Schon, 1987) helped him negotiate the
ill-structured nature o f this incident, and he responded by reflecting in the midst of
his lesson without interrupting it. Schon (1987) and Valli (1997) refer to this type of
reflection as reflection-in-action. Valli supports Schon’s definition o f reflection-inaction as the spontaneous, intuitive decisions made during the act o f teaching. In this
type o f reflection, Valli asserts, it is the teacher’s voice that is regarded as expert
rather than an outside authority’s. M att dem onstrated confidence in his beliefs that
the teacher is the facilitator o f learning and that students construct their own
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knowledge through experience and dialogue. Through knowing-in-action, M att
demonstrated that he had developed his own theory about teaching and learning and
did not simply receive and apply som eone else’s theory to his practice. He had his
own personally tailored theories (Ghaye & Ghaye, 1998) about what does and does
not work for him in his teaching and he was able to make his theory explicit through
description o f his critical incident.
Matt entered student teaching with strong im plicit beliefs about effective
teaching. He was not intim idated by evaluation o f his perform ance by his
cooperating teacher and his supervisor, even though he recognized the risk he was
taking by acting on his personally held beliefs.
Like Joan and Charles, M att faced a dilem m a involving his personally held
beliefs. Through critical reflection on his practice, M att reinforced his beliefs about
teaching and learning. M att did not experience the same level o f transform ation as
Charles, but his reflections em powered him to apply a teaching strategy unfamiliar to
his cooperating teacher and his students. M att took the risk to assert his beliefs for
what he considered to be in the best interest o f the students.

Janet: Parent Problem s

Janet described an experience o f trying to elicit a parent’s help. Janet
admitted that getting the parent involved and getting to know the parent was hard for
her while she was student teaching.
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Description o f the Critical Incident

Janet attributed the difficulty she had establishing a relationship with a parent
in part to the fact that she was a student teacher. The parent had already established
a relationship w ith the m entor teacher and did not warm up to Janet. Janet
acknowledged that she and her m entor teacher were different in their approaches to
teaching and discipline, and when she took over the classroom, she began to have
difficulty with one student in particular. She described the student as being very
bright and gifted, but he also liked to argue with the teacher and bait the teacher into
unproductive discussions. “I had one student who is very bright and gifted, but also
likes to get into it with adults where it’s a very back-and-forth thing.” This behavior
then infected the other students in the classroom and more students w ould begin to
act out. Janet tried to build a special relationship with the student and she tried to get
the parent involved. Janet repeated several tim es that it was very difficult to get the
parent’s cooperation and support. Janet w orked out a behavioral plan she shared
with the parent. The parent rejected the plan stating she thought the plan would
never work. Realizing that she would not have the parent’s support, Janet began to
build a better rapport with the student and he began to open up to her. Janet inquired
with other teachers and learned more about the student’s background and his
personal troubles. Eventually, Janet felt she did make a connection with the student.
This connection made her feel good. However, she rem ained frustrated that she was
unsuccessful at m aking a connection with the parent.
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Dilemma and Resolution

It was an aw kw ard situation for Janet because the parent and the mentor
teacher were still working together. Yet Janet recognized academ ic potential in the
student and developed a com passionate stance tow ard helping the student. Janet
summarized her thoughts by stating, “The dilem m a was between the child’s
willingness to participate appropriately in the classroom and getting parental support.
I really wanted to reach out to this child, and he ju st did not want to be bothered. I
was frustrated.”

Reflections

This incident triggered the need for Janet to address the behavior o f the entire
class and not simply focus attention on one student. She developed a classroom
behavioral plan that she implem ented with all students. In the process, Janet began
to see changes in the behavior o f the student she was most concerned about. Janet
wished she had had more time to work with this student. She would have liked to
know more about his background and would have liked to get the parent involved
earlier. “Getting the parents involved and getting to know them has been very hard
for me this semester. I didn’t realize how im portant it was to have the parents
involved and get a good relationship with them .” Janet believed that this incident
helped the student learn that teachers care. This incident also helped Janet learn that
setting limits and boundaries is not a personal attack on students, but a way to
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generate respect in the classroom. In addition, Janet felt that she became more
patient and learned to ask for help with difficult situations.
At the end o f the interview, Janet adm itted that student teaching was very
difficult and challenging. However, she acknow ledged that even though student
teaching was challenging, it was a good learning experience and allowed her to
grow. “I think I ’ve grown and learned as a person, and I have done a lot o f reflecting
about what I could have done differently or maybe I could have asked for help.”
Janet realized she was exposed to many different types o f situations with a diverse
group o f students and that she will be able to take the know ledge she gained from
this experience and apply it anywhere she goes.
Type and level o f reflection. Janet, like Joan, Steve, Charles, and M att,
utilized a variety o f types o f reflection in attem pting to resolve the dilem m a that
manifested through her reported critical incident. Janet utilized deliberative
reflection as she attem pted to collaborate with the parent. She also sought feedback
from other teachers and used that feedback to inform her decisions about how to
better serve this student. Janet often reflected on her practice. Throughout her
student teaching experience, she consistently looked for alternate ways to
productively engage the student o f concern.
Janet actually faced two dilemmas, and neither was easily resolved. The first
dilemma involved lack o f parental cooperation. The second dilem m a involved her
desire to help a student she believed was “slipping through the cracks,” so to speak.
The m otivation behind Janet’s desire to help the child was based on an ethic o f

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

148
caring (Noddings, 1984). She commented that she wanted to help this child because
she saw his potential and felt that he was bored. It was through caring for this child
that she reached out to the parent. Like Steve, Janet did not want this child to
develop negative behaviors that would follow him through the rest o f his school
years. She believed it was her role as a teacher to help this child make changes to his
behavioral patterns. Janet connected deeply w ith this student and engaged in
personalistic and critical reflection as She thoughtfully considered the ethical
decisions im plicit in her routine jo b o f teaching. This type o f moral reflection
focuses on the whole student and stands in stark contrast to reflecting on the
technical aspects o f teaching, where the focus is on discrete teacher behaviors.
Through this experience and the total experience o f student teaching, Janet was
challenged both personally and professionally. She discussed that the challenges o f
student teaching caused her to grow and learn as a person. She attributes reflection
as a vehicle through which she developed new insights and know ledge that she will
carry with her. Britzm an (1991), Dewey (1933), M ezirow (1990, 1998), Schon
(1987), and others who exam ine the nature o f learning how to teach support the
notion that reflection, especially critical reflection, is a vehicle for change.

Summary

Table 3 provides a summary o f the critical incidents and the reflective
process for all seven participants.
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Table 3
Summary o f Critical Incidents, D ilem m as/Resolutions, and Types/Levels o f
Reflection

Participant

Incident

Dilem m a(s)/Resolution

Joan

Finger
Skateboards

Class Disturbance
Established classroom
rules

Type(s)/Levels o f
Reflection
Technical Reflection
Reflection-in-A ction
R eflection-on-Action
R eflection-for-A ction
K nowing-in-A ction
Personalistic Reflection

Steve

Token
System

Cheating and lying student broke classroom
rules
Kept students after
school and sent note to
parents

Critical/Em powering
Reflection
Technical Reflection;
R eflection-in-A ction
R eflection-on-Action
R eflection-for-A ction
D eliberative Reflection
Personalistic Reflection

Tara

Fight-Free
Program

Uncomfortable with
school policy on
fighting

Critical/Confirm ing
Reflection
Technical Reflection
Reflection-on-Action

Observed how m entor
teacher handled
individual situations
(continued on following page)
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Table 3 (continued)
Participant

Incident

Dilem m a(s)/Resolution

Debbie

Inadequate
Planning

M isunderstood concept
o f the lesson being
taught

Type(s)/Levels of
R eflection .
Technical Reflection
R eflection-on-Action

M entor teacher took
over the lesson
Charles

Wrong
Grade Level

Lesson not designed for
second graders
Planned lessons to meet
appropriate learning
goals

Matt

Science
Lesson

D id not anticipate
student response to his
planned lesson
Encouraged students to
think on their own

Technical Reflection
R eflection-on-A ction
Reflection-for-A ction
Personalistic Reflection
Critical/Transform ative
Technical Reflection
R eflection-in-A ction
R eflection-on-Action
Reflection-for-A ction
K nowing-in-A ction
Personalistic Reflection

Janet

Parent
Problems

Difficulty initiating
parental support
Developed rapport with
individual student and
created classroom rules
for all students

Critical/T ransformati ve
Technical Reflection
Reflection-on-Action
Reflection-for-A ction
D eliberative Reflection
Personalistic Reflection
Critical ./Empowering
Reflection
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Images o f the Good Teacher in Reflections

Each participant described a teaching incident that was critical to them upon
reflection. Through their description, the participants identified a problem or
dilemma that was inherent in the incident. O f particular note were the conceptions of
good teachers that em erged from the participants’ experiences and their reflections
on critical incidents. This is not surprising in light o f the w ork o f Deborah Britzman
(1991), who suggests that teachers enter the profession with a set o f ideal images of
teaching gleaned from years o f classroom observation. Two them es em erged from
the data that were connected to the overarching conception o f good teachers and
became the essence o f reflection. These themes, good teachers have good classroom
control and good teachers are caring teachers, are described below.

Good Teachers Have Good Classroom Control

Issues o f control were the basis o f several critical incidents. The implicit
belief for these student teachers was imbedded in the cultural m yth (Britzman, 1991)
that everything depends on the teacher (Joan, Steve, Tara, and Janet). Even Charles,
Matt, and Debbie, whose critical incidents revolved around lesson planning,
ultimately were concerned about the amount o f control they had or were perceived to
have had. Resolution o f the control dilemma, and the challenge that dilemm a
presented to their image o f the teacher as one who is in control, was related to the
participant’s ability to challenge this cultural myth. M att’s previously implicit
conception o f the teacher as facilitator, for example, was brought to the forefront as
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he resolved his dilem m a by rejecting the notion that the teacher always had to be in
firm control.
Berliner (1988) notes that a central technical issue for novice teachers is
classroom m anagem ent or student control. N ot being in control challenges the
teacher’s conception o f his or her role as being the person in charge in the classroom,
whether the control is over lesson planning or student behavior.

Good Teachers Are Caring Teachers

It was interesting to note that all participants dem onstrated an awareness o f
caring as being an im portant corollary to good teaching.

The notion o f caring was

not referred to by Britzm an (1991) as one o f the cultural myths o f teachers, but it is a
common belief among beginning teachers (W einstein, 1990). It would be
unthinkable not to be a caretaker o f children. The idea o f the caring and
compassionate teacher, then, is deeply em bedded in the fabric o f socially accepted
behavior and would be expected to be part o f any teacher’s im plicit beliefs. This
study’s participants conceptualized caring in different ways. Some participants spoke
specifically about the need o f the teacher to think and act in a caring and
compassionate way. Some student teachers saw their role to be one o f watch dog to
prevent students from going down the wrong path.
Caring extended to a moral responsibility to each child as was seen in explicit
comments by Steve, Joan, and Janet. Steve saw students acting in a way that he
perceived could potentially have long-lasting negative effects on their lives, unless
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he put a stop to it. “My goal was to help them see that that behavior is not
acceptable.. .that you cannot break the rules.” He saw his role as a teacher as having
a moral responsibility to his students’ well-being. Joan and Janet also felt a moral
responsibility to their students and also expressed concern for the well-being o f their
students. Joan, Steve, and Janet explicitly described why they created or tried to
create an atmosphere o f caring in their classrooms. Steve, especially, assumed the
role o f protector.
Debbie saw the im portance o f caring by how her cooperating teacher treated
her. Debbie em phasized the im pact her caring cooperating teacher had on her as a
student teacher. Charles and M att dem onstrated a caring attitude through their desire
to ensure learning took place. This was evident by the measures they took to
guarantee their students were successful learners. Charles, in recognizing that he
was not meeting the needs o f his second-grade students, transform ed his conception
o f him self as a teacher focused on curriculum (at least for the rem ainder o f his
student teaching experience) into the conception o f a caring teacher who is student
centered.
The participants traced ideas about the im portance o f caring back to their
parents and teachers who were identified as role models. The participants mentioned
the caring they had experienced as students and w ished to em ulate caring practices in
their teaching. Because they had been cared for, they wanted to become caring
(Noddings, 1984).
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Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the critical incidents and reflections shared by
participants. The dilem m as inherent in the critical incidents and the resolution o f
those dilemmas were explored. Participants’ reflections m anifested a range o f types
and levels o f reflection. Central to those reflections were conceptions o f what it
means to be a good teacher based on personal theories derived from the participants’
experiences and b elief systems.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS, IM PLICATIONS, AND RECOM M ENDATIONS

This concluding chapter offers a discussion o f the findings in response to the
research questions, offers conclusions based on the findings as related to the
literature, suggests im plications for teacher preparation program stakeholders
(including faculty, supervisors, and cooperating teachers), and makes
recom mendations for future research.

Discussion o f the Findings

The literature portrays reflective practice as a process involving critical
thinking and learning that in turn leads to significant self-development. This study
found evidence o f reflective thinking in the reports o f the participants’ critical
incidents. M ost o f the participants utilized several types and levels o f reflection
when describing their critical incident while some dem onstrated a limited use o f
various levels o f reflection.

W hat Is the N ature o f Critical Incidents D escribed by Teacher Candidates?

All critical incidents were generated by interactions with students in
classrooms and findings from this study were consistent with the findings reported
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by Wideen et al. (1998) that interaction with pupils in schools is the most powerful
source o f inform ation in reconstructing the beliefs o f clinical students and creating
incidents o f reflection-in- and -on-action.
My initial im pression on reading the transcribed interview s o f the critical
incidents was that the dilem m as described by the participants focused on two basic
concerns. One concern involved issues o f classroom m anagem ent and teacher
control and the other concern involved issues o f planning. This was not surprising in
light o f the literature on learning to teach. For new and beginning teachers,
classroom m anagem ent is cited as being most problem atic (Berliner, 1988). Clearly
it was what went wrong that concerned the participants the most. Dewey (1933) and
Schon (1987) assert that it is through the problem atic that reflection occurs.
All teacher candidates in this study described a teaching incident that became
critical in the way in w hich it was analyzed. All the critical incidents described by
the participants created a sense o f disequilibrium or disorientation in the participants.
This disequilibrium was reported as a dilemm a and challenged the participants to
raise questions about the nature o f their experience and/or their personal beliefs. The
dilemmas were disorienting dilemmas o f the kind that M ezirow (1990) suggests are a
necessary precondition for critical self-examination. This can be seen in the incident
described by Charles, who suddenly realized he “w asn’t cut out to teach second
grade.” As he reflected on the incident, Charles determ ined two courses o f action,
one personal and one professional. The personal course o f action was to develop a
long-term goal o f not teaching at a grade level as low as second grade. Once that
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determination was made, Charles quickly turned his attention to his students. Even
though Charles knew he did not want to teach second grade, he had a moral
responsibility to ensure that his students learned. His comment dem onstrates his
belief in his role as a teacher:
I guess I decided that I ’m two-thirds o f the way through, but I still have a
third o f the way to go. I ’m not just going to throw in the towel and say I
can’t do this. I am able to do it. You know I have to be able to do it because
that’s what part o f what being a teacher is, you know.I have to be able to pull
it off. So the more im m ediate consequence would be a change in the way that
I was teaching, more specifically perhaps the way that I was planning.
In cases where reflective thinking was evident, students m ay have come into
the student teaching experience with dispositions to examine their teaching and were
willing and able to reflect at several levels. Through reflection, some students were
able to come to resolution and articulate their rationale concerning the resolution.
However, what was o f greater interest was the difference in the nature o f their
reflections. In particular, there was a considerable difference betw een those students
who resolved their dilemm as and those who did not. Those students who resolved
their dilemmas (Joan, Charles, and M att) or who came close to resolving their
dilemmas (Steve and Janet) were more apt to draw from their prior beliefs and
construct new knowledge. Those participants who did not resolve their dilemmas
were less apt to make reference to their prior beliefs. These students looked to the
beliefs o f others to provide knowledge. How participants analyzed the dilemm as they
perceived in their critical incidents, the im plicit knowledge and beliefs systems they
brought to the analysis, and the process by w hich they engaged in reflection affected
the type and level o f reflection in which they engaged.
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How Do Teacher Candidates Reflect on a Critical Incident?

Risko, Roskos, and Vukelich (2002) suggest that the act o f reflection is
dynamic, situational, and personal. The issue o f individual differences as related to
reflection may im pact how a person reflects. Five o f the seven student teachers
utilized several types o f reflection when addressing their critical incident and
working to resolve the inherent dilemma. (See Table 3 in Chapter 4.)
Analysis o f the data revealed that several students engaged in multiple types
of reflection to resolve dilemmas. Technical reflection was dominant. This was not
surprising and supports the literature on learning to teach (Valii, 1997; Zeichner &
Tabachnick, 2001). Technical reflection sees the practitioner exam ining the technical
aspects o f practice and listening to the voices o f more know ledgeable others. Student
teachers are h alf student and h alf teacher (Britzman, 1991) and, as such, function in
an uncertain world.

It is through this dichotomy that student teachers are enmeshed

in a cultural myth (Britzman, 1991). In discussing the pervasive nature o f cultural
myth, Britzman (1991) writes, “There may not be a direct correspondence between
each m yth and a specific pedagogy, but the underlying values that each myth
supports summon us to conform to bureaucratic expectations while obscuring the
more com plicated process o f attempting to live these expectations” (p. 236). One
such myth, according to Britzman, is teacher as expert. The fear and anxiety o f not
knowing what to do causes a beginning teacher to look to technical rem edies to ease
the conflict.
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Other types o f reflection were often used by the participants in addition to
technical reflection. Personalistic reflection and critical reflection were also
commonly used. In this “case critical” is used in its most general sense. In the
literature, critical reflection is often referred to as looking at the social and political
influences o f teacher decision m aking to enact school-wide change (e.g,. Van
Manen, 1977). Participants did not engage in critical reflection in Van M anen’s
sense but did in M ezirow ’s sense. M ezirow (1990, 1998) suggests that critical
reflection involves looking at the influence o f personal beliefs to enact change for
personal/professional growth. Personalistic reflection recognizes the connections
teachers make with students in order to facilitate learning. Students who were
committed to their personal beliefs tended to use personalistic and critical reflection
more than students who listened to the voice o f authority only. Additionally, students
who listened to their own voices or sought multiple perspectives also engaged in a
wider range o f reflective activities to find resolution to their dilemmas. Reflectionin-action and reflection-for-action were also com m on types o f reflection for students
as they engaged in ways to make sense o f their particular situations.
D eliberative reflection was the least com m on type o f reflection used by the
participants. Feedback and support by others is valued in deliberative reflection and
one voice does not stand above others as authority. Only two participants engaged in
deliberative reflection and collaborated w ith other professionals to resolve their
dilemma; the others did not. The reluctance to seek assistance in the reflective
process can be seen as an effect o f the cultural m yth o f the teacher as an autonomous
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professional who is a self-sufficient expert. To seek assistance w ould be to admit
that one failed to fulfill this image, or cultural myth, o f a good teacher (Britzman,
1991). In describing deliberative reflection, Valli (1997) does not cast this type of
reflection in term s o f reliance on external authority but rather as a collaborative
process by which an individual’s thinking and internal m otivation can be expanded
by the ideas o f others.
Five participants (Joan, Steve, Charles, Matt, and Janet) were internally
motivated toward resolution and took the necessary risks to accom plish their goals.
For example, M att em ployed a teaching strategy that was not how his teacher taught
and Steve was internally m otivated to help his students becom e better citizens. All
internally m otivated participants utilized many types o f reflection strategies on their
route to becom ing a teacher. The participants (Tara, Debbie) who did not
demonstrate internal m otivation and instead listened to the voice o f authority were
not as successful as the internally m otivated participants in resolving their dilemmas.
These two participants did not utilize multiple strategies o f reflection to resolve the
dilemma they faced during student teaching. They remained focused on the technical
aspects o f their reported incident. They also did not take ow nership over the
resolution o f the dilemm a and looked to an outside authority to provide answers,
help, and support. Their teaching identity rem ained static. Students who utilized
multiple strategies for reflection experienced a shift in their identity as teachers and
either felt more em powered (Joan and Janet) or transform ed (Charles and Matt). The
question this raises for teacher educators is do student teachers who are internally
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m otivated reflect more critically than student teachers who are externally motivated?
The problem for teacher educators is one o f helping student teachers develop
dispositions and capabilities to see the connections between the dilem m as inherent in
life in the classroom (technical and practical) and the im plicit know ledge (Murphy,
2004) they bring to teaching so that they can transform both their conceptions of
good teaching and their professional practice.

Conclusions

Research on reflection m ost often refers to types and levels o f reflection
(Valli, 1997; Van M anen, 1977). These types and levels are presented in a way that
presumes a hierarchy from technical reflection to critical reflection, with critical
reflection being the m ost desired. Zeichner and Gore (1995) caution that the
hierarchical notion o f levels o f reflection conveys the m istaken im pression o f a
developmental framework, where technical reflection is eventually transcended and
critical reflection prevails.
Results o f this study suggest that student teachers utilize m ultiple types o f
reflection when resolving teaching dilemmas. From this perspective, technical issues
are not transcended but becom e linked to considerations o f broader perspectives of
educational goals. This study rejects the view that som ehow types and levels o f
reflection are separate and act independently o f each other.
In addition, this study contradicts the notion that learning to teach is an
additive process that bypasses the context o f the teaching experience. All the
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participants in this study were challenged by an incident that m anifested through the
interactive dynam ics o f the classroom. Likewise, all participants focused on issues o f
external concern while sim ultaneously drawing from their im plicit beliefs o f good
teaching. All but two participants reported an im pact to their personally held beliefs.
For two participants, the im pact was transformative. In other w ords, their beliefs
were challenged to the extent that the participants reconsidered their prior beliefs and
transformed their practice in light o f new understandings through reflection. This
was seen when both Charles and M att changed the way in w hich they approached
their teaching. Charles made the most striking change by looking at his teaching
through the eyes o f his students. W hen Charles assessed his students’ learning needs,
he adjusted his methods o f instruction to more adequately m eet those needs. Being
student centered was a radical shift in the way in which Charles conceptualized his
teaching. Based on this finding, this study suggests that teacher candidates can
construct new know ledge about teaching when faced with teaching dilemmas that
challenge their im plicit beliefs.
The study does not suggest that student teachers should change their beliefs,
but rather points to the need to focus more closely on what beginning teachers
already know and believe about teaching. Bringing implicit beliefs (Murphy, 2004)
about teaching forward and rendering them explicit may help student teachers
engage in more purposeful professional judgm ents. The strategy o f the critical
incident technique may make it possible for beginning teachers to confront their own
notions o f teaching and learning as a beginning step in learning how to teach. This
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method allows teacher educators to seek to .engage beginning teachers in a process as
opposed to providing them with the knowledge they require.
For most o f this study’s participants, the critical incident brought into focus a
gap between their professional identity as revealed in the incident and their desired
identity - the image o f the good teacher im plicit in their belief systems and
reinforced by cultural myths (Britzman, 1991). W hether this perceived gap led to
transformation depended on the level o f reflection in which the participants engaged.
Tara saw no dilem m a/gap in herself - the rule was wrong. Debbie was rescued and
so did not face consequences that might have led to critical/transform ative reflection.
Yet other participants described their critical incidents as initiating transform ation of
their beliefs and orienting them to new understandings about teaching or themselves.
Moving from one orientation to another is usually experienced as a transition
between two worlds, as a shift from one reality to another (Van M anen, 1977). Van
M anen uses the term “co-orientational grasping” to refer to the situation in which
one person partakes in the orientation o f another. “Thus, co-orientational grasping is
built into the teacher-learner relationship” (p. 213). A n exam ination o f the critical
incidents reported by the participants revealed that all but one o f the participants
reported entering their students’ realm o f reality to im prove instruction. Through
reflection, no participant’s conceptions o f them selves as teachers remained
untouched.
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Implications and Recom m endations for Practice

In their exam ination o f the literature on personal narrative and life history in
learning to teach, Carter and Doyle (1996) summarize the literature by concluding
that becoming a teacher is all too often seen as obtaining credentials and acquiring
skills. Program policy frequently dictates the type o f assessm ent deem ed necessary
to determine a teacher candidate’s readiness to teach. Given INTASC, state, and
NBPTS standards that em phasize the role o f reflection, teacher preparation programs
increasingly incorporate requirements for reflection among teacher candidate
assessments.
Valli (1997) suggests that a reflective teacher education program needs to use
caution when designing its program to minim ize the prescriptive nature o f reflection.
Developing teacher candidates’ capacity for critical reflection could be enhanced by
connecting coursew ork to pre-student teaching field experiences and asking
candidates to bring critical incidents from field experiences to professional course
sessions for discussion. Facilitating that dialogue would require an awareness o f
types and levels o f reflection so that the capacity to engage in reflection is deepened
across the teacher preparation program. In such a reflection-developm ent process,
the goal would be to explicitly identify types and levels o f reflection so that
candidates would reflect m etacognitively. This process w ould also assist candidates
in identifying their preconceived notions o f what it is to be a good teacher and
examine those notions critically.
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A connection was seen among this study’s participants’ reflections, prior
experience and b elief systems, and the cultural m yths im plicit in those belief systems
that points to the need to connect reflection to teacher identity formation. In making
conceptions o f the good teacher explicit throughout teacher preparation programs in discussions in m ethods courses and pre-student teaching clinical/field experiences,
as well as in the student teaching experience - cultural myths can be examined and
challenged.
Deliberative reflection may be developed by providing opportunities for
candidates to engage in dialogue about critical incidents w ith their cooperating
teachers and supervisors. Peer dialogue could also afford candidates the opportunity
to engage in deliberative reflection while developing the habit o f collegial dialogue.

Recom mendations for Future Research

An exam ination o f the literature on reflective teaching revealed that teacher
education program s that were based on notions o f reflective practice espoused one or
more o f the following aims as m entioned by Calderhead and Gates (1993):
•

To enable teachers to analyze, discuss, evaluate, and change their own
practice, adopting an analytical approach towards teaching;

•

To foster teachers’ appreciation o f the social and political contexts in which
they work, helping teachers to recognize that teaching is socially and
politically situated and that the teacher’s task involves an appreciation and
analysis o f that context;
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•

To enable teachers to appraise the moral and ethical issues im plicit in
classroom practices, including the critical exam ination o f their own beliefs
. about good teaching;

•

To encourage teachers to take greater responsibility for their own
professional growth and to acquire some degree o f professional autonomy;

•

To facilitate teachers’ developm ent o f their own theories o f educational
practice, understanding and developing a principled basis for their own
classroom work;

•

To em power teachers so that they may better influence future directions in
education and take a more active role in educational decision m aking (p. 2).
Calderhead and Gates (1993) exam ined the nature o f reflection in teachers’

professional developm ent and outlined a series o f dilemm as inherent in putting ideas
about reflective teaching into practice. This in turn has led to the identification o f a
number o f issues in conceptualizing and promoting teacher reflection as outlined
below, which according to Calderhead and Gates frequently-express them selves as
dilemmas for the teacher educator.
1. W hat is the process o f growth in developing reflection?
2. W hat is the relationship between personal knowledge and public knowledge?
3. How do we accom m odate professional growth and emancipation?
4. How do we accom m odate reflective practice in schools?
These questions and others arising from the present study are the basis for the
following recom m endations for future research.
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•

Because this study had a limited num ber o f participants, there is a need to
replicate the study w ith a larger sample and with teacher candidates in other
program areas (early childhood, secondary, special education).

•

A longitudinal study w ould address abiding questions: Do reflective habits
change as teacher candidates becom e novice and then veteran teachers? How
do changes in reflective habits m irror teacher developm ent stages?

•

The connection between participants’ belief system s and their reflections
illuminates the need for further exploration o f the connection between
candidates’ prior experiences and images o f being teachers and their practice
in field and student teaching experiences.

•

Studying collaborative relationships between student teachers and
cooperating teachers m ight lead to a better understanding o f how deliberative
reflection m ight be enhanced.

Epilogue

During the course o f this study, I was challenged in my own understanding of
reflection and the role o f reflection in a teacher education program. I began this
study with my own im plicit know ledge o f reflection which, I have grown to realize,
was grounded in the technical tradition o f learning to teach. M y own schooling and
professional preparation was forged on the notion that learning to teach is an additive
process: “If I know more stuff, I will be a better teacher.” I often joined the ranks o f
other teachers looking for effective teaching strategies to em ploy with my students.
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This practice continued even as I advanced professionally and became a teacher
educator myself. The literature in teacher education refers to the historical practice
of preparing teachers that em phasized teachers’ behaviors and skill developm ent as a
com petency-based form o f teacher education, where prospective teachers were
taught to apply prescribed knowledge and to imitate acceptable patterns o f teaching
behavior (Valli, 1997). This form o f teacher evaluation is still practiced in many
teacher education programs. Valli suggests that in com petency-based teacher
education programs, teachers were told about and practiced classroom m anagement
and instructional strategies, but they were not asked to explain why they would act in
a certain way or why they would make a particular decision. Reflection-in- and -onpractice was not em phasized. Having been educated in the era o f com petency-based
teacher education, I m odeled what I knew and had experienced.
I began this study with the naive b elief that the concept o f reflection would
be an easy concept to define and, even more naively, that the w ay in w hich my
students would characterize the concept o f reflection would be easily placed into
categories o f types and levels. Scholars who reported on learning to teach and
teacher education program s in the 1990s were prone to categorize reflection into
types and levels based on the influential w ork o f John D ew ey’s (1933) three steps o f
reflection, D onald Schon’s (1983, 1987) three types o f reflection, and V an M anen’s
(1977) three stages o f reflection. In 1997, Linda Valli concluded that there were five
types o f reflection from the m ost basic technical reflection to the m ost complex,
critical reflection. The literature on reflection was consistent in its recom mendation
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that reflection is an integral aspect o f professional judgm ent and that all teachers
should be reflective practitioners. However, the literature was not consistent in its
definition o f reflection (Dewey, 1933; M ezirow, 1990; Schon, 1987) or in its
recommendations o f how to em ploy reflection in a teacher education program (Valli,
1997; Van Manen, 1977; Zeichner & Gore, 1995). There were times during the
writing o f this dissertation when I questioned m y own ability to think critically about
the data generated from this study in order to draw inferences and conclusions and
make recom mendations for future studies. I experienced firsthand the com plex
nature o f reflection as I grappled with deciphering and unraveling the literature on
reflection while I sim ultaneously engaged in acknow ledging my own biases. My
progress slowed several times in order to reorient my thinking about the concept o f
reflection and its role in teacher education.
Through this study I have grown to appreciate the com plex nature o f learning
how to teach and that learning how to teach is a com plex process involving
knowledge o f self. Kagan (1992) posited that teaching remains “rooted in
personality and experience and that learning to teach requires a journey into the
deepest recesses o f one’s self-awareness, where failures, fears, and hopes are
hidden” (pp. 163-164; qtd. in W ideen et al., 1998, p. 156). The participants in this
study engaged in such a journey. In chronicling their journey, I extended my own.
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Date
Dear

Thank you for your offer to participate in my research study o f how student
teachers conceptualize the concept o f reflection. As one o f a relatively small
group o f student teachers, you can supply essential data. I have sought to
make the enclosed form an attractive opportunity for you to describe the
critical experiences you have had or have observed while student teaching. I
am also sending you a copy o f the form via your e-m ail address to simplify
your participation in this project.
The responses I seek should be candid and open: the data should emerge
from your experiences or observations during your student teaching
experience. This study will not evaluate you or your teaching methods; it is
essentially an exploratory project. W ith your cooperation, I anticipate that a
new body o f inform ation will be assembled and described. W hen this
research concludes, you will have helped to create a basic description o f how
student teachers conceptualize the concept o f reflection. To my knowledge,
this has not yet been done.
As you com plete the data form, you m ay have questions or you may wish to
expand the suggested areas for responses. Please feel free to write or
telephone. Though the form asks you to respond over a period o f four weeks,
you may wish to com plete responses m ore rapidly. Once you have
com pleted the form, please return it to me via an attachm ent to my e-mail
address bpeterson@ niu.edu.
My hope is to meet with you individually after w ritten data has been
collected. I look forward to sharing w hat I have learned from your work with
you directly. I shall be very grateful for your assistance, and hope that you
find this research to be useful and stim ulating to your own work.
Sincerely,

Barbara R. Peterson
249 Rolfe Rd.
DeKalb, IL 60115
Home: 815-758-7269
e-mail: bpeterson@ niu.edu
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R e-Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Title o f Study: The C haracterization o f R eflection by Student Teachers U sin g the Critical Incident
T echnique

Primary Investigator: Barbara R. Peterson

The Department o f T each in g and Learning at Northern Illin ois U niversity supports the practice o f
protection for human subjects participating in research. S in ce the con sen t form that you signed at the
time o f your participation in this study did not have prior approval by the Institutional R ev iew Board
at N IU , I am requesting that you sign this new form so that data collected in your reflection on a
critical incident and your interview responses can b e included in the study results.

P u rp ose: Y ou w ere asked to participate in a research study that exam ines critical incidents within a
teaching/learning ep isod e during the student teaching sem ester. The purpose o f this study is to learn
more about how student teachers characterize reflection u sin g the critical incident technique.

P ro ced u res: Y ou were asked to write a description o f a teaching/learning incident using the critical
incident technique, and participate in a follo w -u p interview lasting about one hour, to ensure the
researcher’s understanding o f your written description. T he fo llo w -u p interview w as audio-taped. A ll
tape recordings w ere erased fo llo w in g transcription.

R isks and B en efits: T his study is b elieved to present no physical or p sy ch o lo g ica l risk to
participants. The benefits from this study w ill be in providing greater understanding o f the training
experience o f student teachers in general. Participation m ay facilitate greater understanding o f
subject’s student teaching experiences as w ell.
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C o n fid en tia lity : A n y inform ation obtained as a part o f this study w ill remain private and
confidential. Y our answ ers and any tapes o f the fo llo w -u p interview do not have a nam e on them, but
are identified through a cod in g system used for this study only. F o llo w in g transcription, all tapes
were erased.
Participation in no w ay affected your status in your student teaching.

S u b ject P a rtic ip a tio n : participation in this study is on a voluntary basis. If you do not re-consent to
the inclusion o f data you provided during the critical incident description interview , that data w ill not
be included in the final study. Even i f you agree to participate, you are free to withdraw at any tim e
without penalty.

Q u estion s: If you have any questions about any o f the form s, or about your participation, please feel
free to contact the primary investigator at 9 3 1 -2 2 1 -6 4 6 8 or petersonb@ apsu.edu or the dissertation
director, Dr. N in a D orsch, at 8 1 5 -7 5 3 -0 3 2 7 or nd orsch @ n iu .ed u . I f yo u have questions about your
rights as a research subject, yo u m ay contact the O ffice o f R esearch C om pliance (8 1 5 -7 5 3 -8 5 8 8 ).

R e - c o n s e n t to p a r t i c i p a t e : 1 h a v e r e a d a n d u n d e r s ta n d all o f th e ab o v e, e x p la n a tio n s r e g a r d in g th e s tu d y c o n d u c te d b y B a rb a ra
P e te rso n , a d o c to ra l c a n d id a te a t N o r th e r n Illin o is U n iv e rs ity . I c o n s e n t to th e in c lu s io n o f p r e v io u s ly c o lle c te d d a ta p ro v id e d in
a c ritic a l in c id e n t d e s c r ip tio n , a n d a u d io - ta p e d in te rv ie w .

S ig n a tu re o f p a r tic ip a n t

D a te

P e rm is s io n to q u o te d ir e c tly fro m tr a n s c rip tio n s o f a u d io - ta p e d r e m a r k s in th e in te r v ie w w ith th e u s e o f a p s e u d o n y m .

S ig n a tu r e o f p a r tic ip a n t

D a te

I f y o u w o u ld lik e a w ritte n s u m m a ry o f th e r e s u lts o f th is s tu d y , p le a s e g iv e y o u r a d d r e s s b e lo w .
A d d re ss:
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Critical Incident in Teaching
1.

Give a b rief description o f a teaching/learning incident you
experienced recently. This could be something you observed or
something you participated in.

2.

W hat were the consequences (effects or outcomes) o f this event?

3.

D id an educational dilemm a exist? If so, describe it.

4.

Is this incident significant enough for you to reinforce it? W hy/W hy
not?

5.

W hat, if anything, would you have done differently? Why?

6.

W hat do you expect the students learned from this event?

7.

W hat did you learn from this event?

8.

W hat further thoughts or questions were generated from this event?

9.

W hat in your training helped you respond to the critical incident?

W hen you have com pleted your reflection statem ent please e-mail it to me as
an attachm ent to bpeterson@ niu.edu.
If you have any questions, you can reach me at my e-mail address, or my
home phone 815-758-7269.
Thank you for your participation in this study.
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Charles
W ritten Reflection
Sent as an e-mail attachm ent
N ovem ber 17th
Since I started back in August, I have been thinking about how my student
teaching experience is really a bridge spanning the gap between m yself as a
student and m yself as a teacher. As I have m oved further through the experience, I
have felt m yself sliding back and forth along this continuum . Often, I feel very much
like a teacher who is ready to have his own classroom . A t other times, I wish I could
go back to som e of my m ethods classes to pick up the vital inform ation that I
obviously missed. W hat this has am ounted to, in effect, is to dem onstrate to me
what my strengths and weaknesses are. Many of these are related directly to my
experience (or relative lack thereof) as a teacher, but som e relate to me on a more
direct personal level. Hopefully, with som e careful consideration, I can turn all of
this knowledge into an asset fo r my future.
Probably the most startling realization that I have com e to during my student
teaching experience is in regards to the grade level I am currently at. Before I got
into this, there is some history to consider. First, when I began my education at
Northern Illinois University as an Elem entary Education major, I had always figured
that I would end up teaching second grade. This, perhaps ironically, is the grade
level at which I am student teaching. Also of interest is the fact that when I first went
to meet my cooperating teacher and principal, they both were very concerned about
making sure that I did indeed want to do teaching at the second grade level.
(Although at the time, I believe it was related to my grade preference that I had
written in as m iddle school.) Now that I am nearing the end of my student teaching,
I have the benefit or hindsight, which is telling me that perhaps I am best suited to
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not teach second grade. This statem ent has m any qualifications, however. First, I
do love the second graders. T h eir attitudes and vivacity could keep me young long
after I had grown old. They are truly a delight to be with every day. However,
strictly in term s o f teaching, I feel som ewhat unsatisfied. I find that after every day
of instruction, I wish I could have taught them more. One lesson I have learned time
and again with them , though, is that I can’t ju st fill their heads with knowledge. If I
want them to really learn som ething, I have to be selective with what I choose to
teach them, fo r they have a very limited learning capacity at a given sitting. This is
not their fault, or mine, it’s sim ply a developm ental factor. O f course, som etim es my
instruction is furthe r limited by their occasional lack of understanding of school
routine. They are still adjusting to being students in many senses and have not fully
developed independent study habits. Second graders are very needy on many
levels. Not to suggest that I don’t care to provide them with that which they need,
but som etim es I wish I could have taught more. Now I’m aware that teaching them
independent study habits is in m any ways ju st as legitim ate as teaching them
science content, for exam ple, but it ju st doe sn ’t appeal to me on the same level.
Too often, I feel like I am more of a babysitter than a teacher.
Because of this, I feel that I may be suited better for teaching older students.
Just being able to teach that much more content would be m ore satisfying to me. I
can’t speak to the satisfaction that the students’ attitudes would bring me at that
grade level, but, as a teacher, it’s not as im portant to me. This is not to say in
anyway that I feel incapable of teaching second grade or that I w ouldn’t. I ju st think
my talents are better utilized elsewhere.
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One of these talents is one of my greatest strengths, which is my use of
technology. I have found many opportunities to infuse technology into the
classroom on both an instructional and organizational level. There is a limiting
factor to this, however, and that is the availability of technology in the classroom.
Having one com puter regularly at my disposal is good, but not nearly enough for
some things that I would w ant to do. Naturally, my skills of adaptation come in very
handy in this case.
One point of interest is that several people have com m ented to me that my
technology skills are such that I should pursue that as a career instead of teaching.
I don’t know w hether to be flattered or alarmed. On the one hand, I should take it as
a com plim ent in the sense that they feel my technology skills could benefit many
others if I directly applied m yself to them. On the other hand, maybe people are
trying to influence me out of a career in teaching because I have som ething major
lacking there. I prefer to think that it’s the first of the two reasons.

This does have

potential applications on a non-teaching yet school-related level. I can sometimes
picture m yself in a position where I am directing technology fo r an entire school or
district. This would allow my to pass on all my skills to the students indirectly.
Despite my strengths in certain areas, I do have som e w eaknesses. The
biggest one that I have is m ore related to me as a student, but definitely comes into
play in teaching as well as everyday life. To put it bluntly, I am not very good at
taking criticism . Usually, when som eone critiques me, my first instinct is to take it as
a personal attack rather than a constructive suggestion tow ard my professional
developm ent. This does not stem from a know-it-all attitude, but rather from deeprooted perfectionist habits. Since I was in second grade, I have been a ruthless
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perfectionist in alm ost everything I do. I push m yself way too hard and I am totally
unforgiving of myself. My fath e r would often joke that there w as never any point in
punishing me as a child if I had done som ething wrong because I would always
punish m yself m uch worse than he ever would. As a result, when someone
critiques me, I com e down hard on m yself if fo r no other reason than not doing
things perfectly the first time. As much as I know this is totally unreasonable to
expect of myself, it’s been a hard habit to break. I also see it as being potentially
debilitating in my future profession. If I cannot allow m yself to make m istakes with
grace, I will go nuts. It doesn’t even m atter w hether I notice things in m yself or if
others notice fo r me, I need to take things in stride. O bviously, there might be times
when drastic action could be needed to rem edy som ething serious, but 99% of what
I am likely to encounter is not worth beating m yself up over. I’m not sure where I
should start in fixing this problem of mine, but I realize that it is necessary for me to
correct so that I can be the most effective teacher possible.
I do have m any other strengths and w eaknesses, but I ju st w anted to hit on
the ones that could have a m ajor influence on my future, be it good or bad. W ith
effort, I will be able to m ake sure my strengths keep me soaring and that my
awareness and understanding of my weaknesses does not hinder me. My
prognosis is very positive, however: I believe that I can and will be successful.
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Janet
R eflection Statement
Critical Incident in T eaching
Submitted via e-m ail M ay 2nd

1. Give a brief description of a teaching/learning incident you
experienced recently.
This could be something you observed or
something you participated in.
I was having a difficult time with one of my students Jacob.
I was
not used to working with a student who defies authority to this
extreme.
He likes to get you involved in arguments. He will
continually keep talking back to you.
2.

What were the consequences

(effects or outcomes)

of this event?

Yes, there were consequences to these behaviors.
He would lose
recess time or Bybee bucks. (The money is an incentive program for
good grade and behavior)
3.

Did an educational dilemma exist?

If so, describe it.

I am not sure what you mean by this but I am going to give it a
try.
Yes, I think it caused an educational dilemma because he was
very disruptive.
This would then take away from my time teaching
and the other students learning. . Another negative effect was that
other students would then join in on this negative behavior because
they thought it was a way to get
4.
Is this incident significant enough for you to reinforce it?
Why/Why not?
Yes, I do believe that talking with Jacob privately, talking with
Mrs. B., and his mother helped toned down the situation.
Also,
anytime that, a student is being rude, disrespectful, and taking away
learning time from the other students then that needs to be
addressed immediately.
5. What, if anything, would you have done differently? Why?
I think that I would have asked for help sooner.
Why, because I
would not have been so drained and upset over this students
behavior.
6.

What do you expect the students learned from this event?

That you can have your way, there are certain things as a student
that are expected that, you need to follow, and when you do not then
there are consequences to be dealt with.
7.

What did you learn from this event?

Ask for help sooner.
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8. What further thoughts or questions were generated from this
event?
Nothing
When you have completed your reflection statement you may e-mail it
to me
at petersonbarb@hotmail.c o m .
Thank you for your help, and I will see you tomorrow at 11:45.
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Guided Questions
Critical Incident in Teaching
1.

Give a b rief description o f a teaching/learning incident you
experienced recently. This could be something you observed or
som ething you participated in.

2.

W hat were the consequences (effects or outcomes) o f this event?

3.

Did an educational dilem m a exist? If so, describe it.

4.

Is this incident significant enough for you to reinforce it? W hy/Why
not?

5.

W hat, if anything, would you have done differently? W hy?

6.

W hat do you expect the students learned from this event?

7.

W hat did you learn from this event?

8.

W hat further thoughts or questions were generated from this event?

9.

W hat in your training helped you respond to the critical incident?

Additional questions asked at the interview:
1.

Explain a little about yourself.

2.

Explain a little about your placement?

3.

D escribe what in your academic background influenced you the most.

4.

Describe w hat in your academic background influenced your ability
to think reflectively.

5.

W hat is reflection?
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i j - Z)
[: In te rv ie w e r
R: R esp o n d en t
— ~ I n d e c ip h e ra b le

M

.. . = In te rru p tio n

'

[?] = B e s t g u e s s b y ty p ist
T o n y a G o rh am
S id e A

^ 'H tS w U ^ a /'

T a p e #6

w P k h -/\t
1iO iZ v 1

U m th is is M a y 2"°, urn w e ’re at M a rq u e tte S c h o o l u m its T u e s d a y m o r n in g a n d I ’m w ith
T o n y a , T o n y a w h a t is y o u r last n am e?

R:

2^

P

G o rh am .

G o rh a m , u m T o n y a a n d I a re g o in g to b e ta lk in g a b o u t u m a n in c id e n t u h th a t s h e th a t
c o m e s to m in d fro m th is se m e ste r a n d u h T o n y a , I ’ll ju s t a s k y o u a fe w q u e s tio n s .
R:

4

O k.
I:
A nd b a s ic a lly I ’ll fo llo w th e p ro to c o l o f th e q u e s tio n s th a t y o u k n o w y o u w e r e g iv e n at

5

th e at th e s e m in a r. .And th e n w h a t I ’d lik e y o u to d o is j u st k in d o f r e s p o n d as
s p o n ta n e o u s ly a s y o u can.
R:
O k.

‘f

I:
W h a te v e r c o m e s to m in d . L e t m e ju s t p u ll o u t th o s e q u e s tio n s. U m , fo r e x a m p le i f T
w e re to a s k y o u to ju s t g iv e a b r ie f d e s c rip tio n o f th is in c id e n t y o u k n o w h o w w o u ld y o u
d e s c rib e it?
R:
S o y o u w a n t o n e p a rtic u la r in s ta n t o n o n e d a y th a t th a t s o m e th in g th a t h a p p e n e d ?
I:
Y eah . S o m e th in g th a t as y o u th in k th r o u g h th e s e m e s te r, s o m e tim e s o u r m in d s y o u k n o w

t

c o n s is te n tly g ra v ita te to w a rd u m a s itu a tio n fo r o n e r e a s o n o r a n o th e r. U m , a lo t o f tim es
i f I w e re to th in k a b o u t th is se m e ste r, m y m in d m ig h t g o to a a c e rta in c la s s r o o m .. .
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(0
H

U m h u ll.

S o , d i d s o m e t h i n g li k e th a t h a p p e n w ith y o u ?

R:
N o t r e a l l y I r e a l l y , th e o n l y lik e t h e t h i n g s t h a t tu n I r e m e m b e r th a t s t i c k o u t m o r e lik e u m
w h e n w e h a v e a p r o b l e m w ith o u r f ig h t f r e e p r o g r a m a n d w e h a v e a s t u d e n t t h a t h a s to
/£ -

_ ta k e th e fla g _ d o w n a n d b e c a u s e I w a s n ’t .re a l 1v f a m i l i a r w i t h , t h a t w h s n . L e a m a . i i i . S o 1
S u e s s w h e n th o s e t h i n g s h a p p e n e d it s till t h e r e s til l u n f a m i l i a r to m e in t h a t b e c a u s e I'm
n o t q u it e . 1 n e v e r u m 1 d o n ’ t k n o w th e p a r t i c u l a r s f ? l in h a n d l i n g th e m a n d th a t t y p e 'o f
" th in g . ' S o t h o s e t h i h g s 's t l c k o u t in m y m i n d m o r e w h e n th e y h a v e to d o th a t k i n d o f th i n g

'

a n d th e y , h a v e to ta k e th e f la g d o w n , u m —

/;

— w e ll m a y b e y o u c a n d e s c r i b e th a t s i t u a tio n , u m w h a t d o y o u m e a n , l i g h t —
R:
U m h m m . t h e y h a v e f ig h t f r e e (? ] p r o g r a m s .

I

O k , s o i f y o u c o u l d e x p l a i n th a t j u s t a little b it.

R:
W e ll, i f i f t h e

s t u d e n t s u h th e y u h e v e r y d a y s a y f i g h t f r e e c r e e d a n d t h e y h a v e a c o d e o f

p 0

c o n d u c t t h a t t h e y h a v e to f o ll o w a n d s o u h w e j u s t h a d ,g .n e i n c i d e n t h a p p e n v y h e r e a , s —
s t u d e n t p u s h e d a n o t h e r s t u d e n t o n th e s l i d e b e c a u s e , h e w a s n It g o i n g d o w n th e s l i d e a n d
h e w a n t e d d o t h a t . S o t h e n t h e y c o m e in a rid t h e y t e l l y o u a b o u t i t a n d u h u m it i t s

([$'
g

u s u a li y a t r e c e s s w h e n th e s e t h i n g s h a p p e n a n d s o th e ;, c a m e i n a n d t o l d m e a b o u t i t t f f i d i
u h J u l i e w a s h e r e , in v c o o p e r a t i n g te a c h e r , a n d t h e s t o r y k e p t c h a n g i n g a n d i 'm l i k e o h *
b o y , u h I t h i n k 1 lo o k e d to h e r m o r e b e c a u s e s h e 's h e r e ,, l i k e 1 k n o w t h a t I c o u l d h a n d l e
-? / / ? ' '' • . ___

i f T T O S b y m y s e l f b r i t b e c a u s e s h e ’s h e r e a n d i t s h e r o l a s s r o o t n , I u s u |t l y ; w a n £ to g e t y o u

/Cf-cc? A
H
K

k n o w f e e d b a c k f r o m h e r in t h a t s o w e ta lk e d to t h e m a n d f i n a l l y g o t t h e s t o r y s t r a i g h t
b e c a u s e o n e o f t h e m w a s ly i n g a n d s a y i n g th a t it d i d n 't h a p p e n , h e k n e w h e ’d g e t in
t r o u b l e s o t h e n t h e y h a v e to ta k e t h e f ig h t f r e e f la g d o w n f r o m o u t s i d e t h e c l a s s r o o m a n d ^ —
th e y ta k e it u p to t h e f r o n t o f t h e r o o m a n d t h e y t e l l t h e c l a s s w h y th e y h a d to t a k e it
d o w n u h , w h a t th e y a p o l o g i z e to t h e c l a s s f o r h a v i n g to d o t h a t a n d w h a t b e t t e r c h o i c e s
th e y c o u l d 'v e m a d e a n d th e n w e u h s e n d a n o t e h o m e to t h e p a r e n t s a n d a n e x p l a n a t i o n o f
w h a t h a p p e n e d a n d d ie p a r e n t s h a v e to s e n d th a t b a c k a n d o n F r i d a y t h e y d o n ’t g e t to

w

w e a r t h e i r f i g h t f r e e p i n a n d th e y d o n ’t g e t to g o d o w n a t th e e n d o f t h e q u a r t e r f o r f ig h t
fre e c o o k i e s a n d m i lk u n le s s t h e y w e r e f i g h t f r e e t h e w h o l e q u a r t e r a n d th e n u m a t t h e .
e n d o f t h e y e a r , i f y o u w e r e f ig h t f r e e a l l y e a r , t h e i r r e n t i n g o u t t h e l o c a l m o v i e t h e a t e r /
a n d t h e k i d s g e t to g o a n d w a tc h a m o v i e a n d e v e r y o n e e l s e h a s to s t a y a t h o m e .

/.
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Critical Incident Em ergent Themes
Initial D ata Analysis

Case # 1 — Joan

C ase # 2 — S teve

C ase # 3 — Tara

Incident

Students D isrupting
Instruction

Students L ying

Students Fighting

D ilem m a

E stablished new
classroom rules

Students breaking the
classroom rules

U nfam iliar w ith sch o o l
procedures

N o t sure h ow to handle
the situation
Students distracting others
and me

M ade assum ptions

N o t sure how to handle
the situation

C ontacting parents
Theme

Problem w ith students

Problem w ith students

Problem with students

C lassroom Control

Individual student
behavior

Individual student
behavior

E stablished n ew rules

Still not sure h ow to
handle the situation the
best

Fam iliar with classroom
rules, but not sch ool
p o licies

A cted Independently
C onfident in D ecisio n .
S atisfied w ith outcom e

Sought M ultiple
R esources. R em ained
Frustrated

Felt Isolated R em ained
Frustrated
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Critical Incident Em ergent Themes
Initial Data A nalysis

C ase # 4 — D ebbie

C ase # 5 — Charles

Case # 6 — Matt

C ase # 7 — Janet

Incident

S cien ce L esson

T eaching Second
Grade

M easuring
M ass

Insubordinate
Student

D ilem m a

M isunderstood
the concept

Prefers Older
Students

Lesson
B om bed

Child D isruptive
Other students
jo in ed in
Parent part o f the
problem

Theme

Lack o f
Preparation

W rong Grade L evel

Lack o f
Preparation

Lack o f Parental
Support

T eacher A vailab le
for support.
Satisfied with
outcom e

Self-E xploration
S o lo D eliberation.
Satisfied w ith
outcom e

Teacher not in
R oom . Had to
think on his
feet. Satisfied
with outcom e

M inim al Teacher
Support Rem ained
Frustrated
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Analysis o f Critical Incidents
Initial D ata Analysis
C a se# l (Joan)
Skateboards

C ase #2 (S tev e)
T okens

C ase #3 (Tara)
Fight-free

S tu d en t T r ig g e re d (3)

X

X

X

C lass Rules

X

X

Incident

X

School P olicy
X

Teacher Involved

X

P la n n in g & P rep .
Teacher Involved
P ro fessio n a l D e v e lo p m e n t
X
X

P a ren ts (1)
Supportive
Unsupportive

X

N egative Incident
Positive Incident
Neutral Incident

X

Positive R esolution
N egative R esolution

X

X
X

X

X

Technical (2)
R eflection-in-action (2)

X

R eflection-on-action (3)

X

X
X
X

D eliberative
Personalistic (1)

X

X
X

N o R esolution
A ction T ak en

Types of Reflection

Critical

X
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Analysis o f Critical Incidents
Initial D ata Analysis

Incident

Case #4
(D eb b ie)
M isunderstood
C oncept

C ase #5
(C harles)
N o t 2nd
Grade

C ase #6
(M att) N o t
Prepared

S tu d en t T r ig g e r e d (1)

Case #7
(Janet)
Problem with
Parents
X

Class Rules
School P olicy
Teacher Involved
P la n n in g & P rep . (2)

X

T eacher Involved

X

X

P r o fe ssio n a l D e v e lo p m e n t (1)

X

P a ren ts (1)
Supportive
Unsupportive

X

Teacher Involved

X

N egative Incident
P ositive Incident

X

X

X
X

Neutral Incident
Positive R esolution
N egative R esolution

X

X

X

N o R esolution

X

A ctio n T ak en

1

x

X

X

X

X

X

T yp es o f R eflectio n
T echnical
R eflection-in-action (1)
R eflection-on-action (2)
D eliberative
Personalistic (2)

X

X
X

Critical (1)
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Coded and Sorted Interview Text

Critical
Incident
Incident 1-2
Joan

Incident 2-2

Them e
T hey have these little skateboards they use their tw o fingers on like their feet and
they jum p o f f their books and they play around like th e y ’re actually skateboarding,
but th e y ’re using their fingers. It’s so annoying because it m akes a lot o f n oise and
unnecessary racket.

Steve

I saw a quarter g o in g into so m eo n e’s container and I knew in m y m ind, that’s not
right. I w ent over and confronted the girls. The main point is, they broke the rules.

Incident 3-1 6
Tara

A n incident happened w here a student pushed another student on the slide because he
w a sn ’t go in g dow n the slid e and he w anted to do that.

Incident 4-2
Debbie

I thought I had prepared for a lesson I w as doing, a scien ce unit, and I had even made
up the outline for the students, but I had m isunderstood the concept and actually
reversed the process.

Incident 5-3
Charles

I had this realization that I did not b elon g w here I w as. M ore sp ecifica lly , that I did
not b elon g in seco n d grade, that I w as not cut out to teach a grade that low , that I
should be placed in a grade that’s higher.

Incident 6-2
Matt

I put them in groups o f four and they sat for like ten m inutes and not a clue o f how to
do it. I didn’t budget or do anything. I thought, “you guys need to figure this out on
your o w n .”

Incident 7-1
Janet

I w as having a difficu lt tim e with on e o f m y students. I w as not used to w orking with
a student w ho d efies authority to this extrem e. He likes to get you in volved in
arguments. I had a hard tim e w orking w ith the parent.
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Data Blocking
Case # l- ( J o a n ) Finger
S kateboards-C lassroom
Mgt. (classroom rules)

Case # 2 -(S te v e ) Token
System (L yin g ) S tu d e n t
B ehavior (classroom rules and
ethical conduct)

P RO D U C TIO N
ACCOUNT

ACCOUNT

1. Give a b rie f
description o f a
te a ch in g /
learning
incident.

The stud e nts have little
skateboards, like a
m atchbox car, b ut it's a
little skateboard. They put
th e ir tw o little fingers on it
like th e ir fee t and they
ju m p o ff th e ir book and
th e y play around like th e y
are a ctu a lly skateboarding
b u t th e y are using th e ir
fingers. I t m akes a lo t o f
noise and unnecessary
racket. I t started p a rt way
th ro u g h m y stu d e n t
teaching.

In our class we have a token
system . O ur token system
consists o f fo u r blocks. When a
stu d e n t acts In a p p ro p ria te ly ,
we take a block away, when a
stu d e n t does good w o rk or
participa te s well in class, we
give the m a block. A t the end
o f the day we give th e m a
penny fo r each block th a t they
have. W ith those pennies the y
can buy tre a ts . Each day they
s ta rt fresh w ith fo u r blocks.
We w ere passing back the
blocks and we had the m oney.
We have tw o people gen e ra lly
in charge o f th a t. One to make
sure th e stud e nts have th e ir
fo u r blocks and one to pass
o u t the m oney the students
have earned. A t som e point we
give the stud e nts a q u a rte r if
the y have 25 pennies.
How ever on th is day we had
made a d ep o sit so, we d id n 't
need to tra d e pennies fo r
q uarters.

2. W hat were
the
consequences
of this incident?

I ju s t said "O kay, here's
the rule on skateboards. '
Not in m y class'. I f I see
it, it's m ine u ntil you leave,
then you can have it back,
b ut oth e rw ise it's m ine".

All the g irls received tw o lunch
d ete ntio n s from the Asst.
Principal, a referral hom e and
a phone call home fro m me or
the tea ch er or the Asst.
Principal.

Questions
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DILEMMA
3. Did a
dilem m a exist?

The d ile m m a is th e y are
d istra ctin g o thers and
m yself. When I'm try in g to
th in k o f w h a t I'm going to
say, and I'v e g o t this noise
going on, I loose my tra in
o f th o u g h t.

I look a t th is in d iffe re n t lights.
One is related d ire c tly to how I
learned. The o th e r is related
to the stu d e n ts and also to
how th is in cid e n t to o k away
fro m learning in the classroom .
I spent close to th re e to fo u r
hours on th is in cident. I could
be spending the tim e planning
ra th e r tha n try in g to rush
throu g h to g e t som ething
done. I had to discuss th is w ith
the co operating tea ch er the
n e xt m o rn in g and we had to
w o rk it out. From m y
sta n d p o in t, "How do I
approach th is situ a tio n "? I had
to decide how I was going to
ta lk to th is m o the r. T h a t was
probably th e biggest thing for
me. I also found it very
d iffic u lt in the heat o f the
m o m e n t to say w h a t I w anted
to the stu d e n ts in a rational
mind set. I f I could have
th o u g h t a b o u t it fo r an hour, I
th in k I w ould have handled the
situ a tio n b e tte r tha n I did.

RESOLUTION
4. Was this
incident
sig n ifican t
enough fo r you
to reinforce it?

Yes, because it is a
d istra ctio n and it needs to
be stopped, because
learning needs to take
place. There is tim e fo r the
run o f the m ill distra ction
but when it is a co nsta nt
th in g , it ju s t is n ot good fo r
the class e n viro n m e n t.

That's w h y I d e a lt w ith it rig h t
away. I knew th is was
so m e th in g I d id n 't w a n t to see.
I d o n 't w a n t lying and I d o n 't
w a n t ste a lin g . These thing s
set o ff an alarm in m y head
saying th a t th is s tu d e n t is
going to have tro u b le when
the y go to seventh grade.
This s tu d e n t is going to have
tro u b le in high school if they
continue w ith this behavior.
They have a lo t going fo r
the m , b u t w hen th e y s ta rt
doing these type s o f things
and th e y s ta rt grouping up as
friends, then th e behavior can
escalate. T h a t sets an alarm
o ff in m y head to try to not
reinforce th a t behavior.
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5. W hat, if
anything,
would you have
done
differently?
Why?

I d o n 't th in k I would have
done a nyth in g d iffe re n tly
because it w orked. I
started confiscating them
and the a m o u n t o f ones I
had to confiscate began to
decline. So, I th in k it
w orked w ell.

I w ould have pulled the
stud e nts aside because I ca n't
have th is behavior. I w ould
state e xa ctly w h a t I saw and
n ot w h a t I believed b ut w h a t I
saw and I w ould give each
paren t a call. I d o n 't th in k I
w ould have given them a
referral.

REFLECTION
6. W hat do you
th in k the
students
learned from
this event?

I th in k the y learned not to
play w ith the skateboards
in m y class. But I d o n 't
th in k th e y really
understand w hy. You can
tell th e m u n til you are blue
in the face, th a t it d istra cts
you and others, b ut I d o n 't
th in k th e y understand th a t.

It's tou g h to say. One stu d e n t
came in and really spoke her
m ind a fte r the situ a tio n .
A n o th e r seem s.to have been
acting m uch b e tte r a fte r the
situ a tio n . My goal was to help
the m see th a t th a t behavior is
not acceptable. T h a t you can't
break the rules, b ut one
s tu d e n t is still som ew hat
d e fia n t, y e t a n o th e r is sta rtin g
to act m ore in d ep e nd e ntly of
her friends.

7. W hat did
you learn from
this event?

I learned th a t if you stick
to w h a t you know , if you
say som ething and stick to
it, it d e fin ite ly is going to
be effe ctive . You have to
be consistent.

8. W hat fu rth e r
tho u gh ts or
questions w ere
generated from
this event?

My m ain question is how
can I g e t them to
understand the u nderlying
reasons fo r the skateboard
being taken away? I see a
good person in all o f them
and I ju s t w a n t to help

This is an exam ple o f thing s
th a t I'm going to have to deal
w ith . For exam ple, I learned
how to ta lk to an ira te m other.
She w a sn 't irate, b ut I was
afraid she w ould be, so I
w anted to know w h a t I was
going to say. I w anted to have
a plan o f defense. Learning
how to deal w ith everyday
situ a tio n s in the classroom .
One question th a t was
in te re stin g was th a t my
cooperating tea ch er talked to
her husband a bo u t this
situ a tio n and he had a to ta lly
d iffe re n t perspective and
d iffe re n t suggestions on how
to handle the problem . That
made me stop and th in k th a t
the re is n 't only one way to
handle a problem in the
classroom .

b r i n g it o u t .
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Final Data Analysis
P A R T IC IP A N T S
Joan

Steve
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D ebbie
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Matt

Janet

T Y P E O F R E F L E C T IO N
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X
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X

X
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X

X
X
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X
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X

X

X

X

Critical R eflection

X

X

X

X
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X
(Im p lie d )

l i i i f
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X*

X
(Im p lied :)

X

X
( I m p lie d )

X*

X

osity)
Teacher as Learner

X*

X
X*

Teacher as Leader

X*

Teacher as Facilitator

V O IC E
X*

Listened to ow n v o ic e

;X T ;A :;:,:': x *

X*

TXB-.'A":

X*

Sought m ultiple perspectives

X*
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X*

R E S O L U T IO N T O
D IL E M M A
'■Yes:. A
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X

X
X

X
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P A R T IC IP A N T S
Joan

Steve

X

X

Tara

D ebbie

Charles

Matt

Janet

SELF
E F F IC A C Y /W IL L IN G T O
T A K E R IS K S
' Y es

i^ ;
X

No

X

E F F E C T O F R E F L E C T IO N
ON P E R S O N A L B E L IE F S
Transform ative
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E m pow ering

X

C onform ation w ith n ew
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'/X //////;

X

X*
X

X
X*
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X

N o Change

X*

X*

IN F L U E N C E S
S e lf

X
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N /A
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X*

X

X
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Parent/Spouse
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X

X*

N /A

;;;x y 4 w:-:
X

Univ.

X

■

X

X
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X*

Student T eaching
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r .M P L O \ E l) A S A
TEACHER
X

Yes
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X

X

X
X

X
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r
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Schematic Map o f Data Analysis

Dilemmas

Incidents

Professional
Concern

Deliberation
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Child as
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Child as
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Parent Problems
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Planning
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Vs.
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Concerned
with not just
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the teacher
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